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ABSTRACT

One of the ways that women have been disadvantaged throughout much of the world is through unequal
access to property. This includes land and housing, the ownership of which has been linked to crucial human
development outcomes. Scholars have theorized the importance of women’s land ownership, yet empirical
studies have been limited, leaving much unanswered. Does property ownership improve women’s lives? If so,
how? This dissertation builds on previous work, leveraging individual-level survey data to explore women’s
property ownership across three indicators of empowerment: participation in household decision-making;
experiences of intimate partner violence; and level of marital control exerted by her husband. These indicators
are explored across three cases in Latin America: Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras. I nd that the
relationship between property ownership and empowerment outcomes varies based on the type of property
owned, as well as how it is held. I nd that these relationships work di erently for more marginalized women.
This dissertation provides a better understanding of what relationship property holdings have on women’s daily
lives.
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CHAPTER 1: WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WOMEN OWN PROPERTY?

Introduction
Women are disadvantaged in numerous ways throughout much of the world, from political
representation and participation in policymaking to wage gaps, overrepresentation in the informal economy,
and patriarchal social norms. One area where women are at a clear disadvantage globally is access to property,
including land. According to the World Bank’s 2021 Women, Business, and the Law report, 40% of the world’s
countries currently limit property rights for women. In 19 countries, women do not have equal ownership rights,
in 43, they do not have equal inheritance rights, and in 10, husbands maintain complete administrative control
over all assets within a marriage (World Bank 2021).
These numbers, while clearly showcasing ongoing disparity, in fact represent a signi cant improvement,
due in large part to an international push for improving women’s land rights spearheaded by the World Bank
and the United Nations. This push for legislative change has been accompanied by a range of interventions at
the local and national level, many of which have been the product of partnerships between larger organizations,
such as USAID, and local NGOs. While there are important di erences across these diverse e orts, they are
prompted by a similar reasoning—that greater access to land will help to empower women.
There is evidence in the literature that supports the idea that women’s increased access to land may be
bene cial. For example, scholars have found that the presence of strong land and inheritance rights bene t
women economically (Peterman 2011). Research has also found that when women own land, their households
spend more money on education (Doss 2006), and that children are less likely to be sick (Menon, van der
Melon Rodgers, and Nguyen 2014) or severely underweight (Allendorf 2007). However, whether or not there is
a connection between women’s ownership of land and empowerment is a more complicated relationship, which
has yet to be fully unpacked.

fi

ff

fi

ff

fi

1

Taking advantage of previous scholars’ calls for comparable, large-N data on women’s ownership of land,
this dissertation uses individual-level survey data from three di erent cases in Latin America: Colombia,
Guatemala, and Honduras.1 Latin America is an ideal region of focus for a study of this kind as it represents
the forefront of policy reforms establishing women’s equity in asset ownership. At the same time, many
countries in the region have a similar colonial legacy and subsequent legal framework. These regional
similarities provide an ideal backdrop for case selection given the nature of the study, per the recommendations
of Koivu and Hinze (2017). From this foundation, we can ask broader questions about the relationship between
women’s property ownership and a variety of possible outcomes (many of which have been explicitly theorized
by entities that have pushed for policy reforms speci c to women’s property ownership, but for which there is a
dearth of empirical evidence). For example: Does property ownership empower women? When women have
greater access to and control over land, do they also have greater decision-making power? Are they less likely
to su er from intimate partner violence? If they own or co-own a home with their spouse, do they have greater
autonomy and freedom of movement within the marriage?

Women, Land, and Disadvantage
Numerous studies have found that women are at a signi cant disadvantage when it comes to accessing
and controlling land, particularly throughout Africa and Latin America (Doss et al. 2015; Meinzen-Dick et al.
1997; Place 1995; Walker 2002; Ygnstrom 2002). Similar ndings have shown that women face a similar
disadvantage in controlling the natural resources on the land (Pehu, Lambrou, and Hartl 2009).2 Globally, men
are not only more likely to secure land, women have been found to be at a disadvantage when it comes to
purchasing land on the open market, as well as acquiring land through state distribution programs (Deere and
León 2003, Lewis 2002). Studies in Latin America have found that women obtain land primarily through

1

More explicit detail about the speci c cases, and why they were selected from the population of Latin

America as a whole, follows in Chapter 2.
2

This distinction is important as, land ownership does not always equate to subsurface rights, an issue that has

created con ict between Indigenous communities and the state in countries across Latin America (FAO 2002).
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inheritance; which can often be problematic, as local expectations about property within a marriage3 can limit,
if not erase, women’s right to this land within the marriage, and even after a marriage ends (Deere and León
2001c; Baranyi, Deere, and Morales 2004).
Indeed, traditional norms and expectations, many of which vary by locality, may present a notable
challenge for women’s land ownership. For example, there is a general consensus in the eld that women are at
a particular disadvantage in places where customary systems—pre-colonial systems of landownership—persist
(Lastarria-Cornhiel and Garcia-Frias 2005; Otsuka et al. 2003; Place 1995). This includes places where more
gender-equitable policies have been enacted nationally, yet customary systems are retained in practice at the
local level (Doss, Meinzen-Dick, and Bomuhangi 2014; Knight 2010; Lambrecht 2016). However, some work
disputes this, suggesting that customary systems can provide support for women in land-related disputes
because they can be more exible (Whitehead and Tsikata 2003). Others argue that the multi-tenured, exible
approach to land rights seen in some customary systems bene t women in ways that are at odds with malecentric privatization reforms (Kingston-Mann 2019). Yet these arguments, while not without merit, likely apply
to very speci c cases, and may not be broadly generalizable. Critically, they also require those in power locally
to choose to support women on an ad-hoc basis, which is an insecure form of women’s rights, and may vary
even within the same locality depending on the individual in power.
Another site of potential disadvantage is the process of formal titling. While some argue that formal
titling programs have the potential to improve women’s share of land holdings (Ali, Deininger, and Goldstein
2011; Holden, Deininger, and Ghebru 2011), there is signi cant debate over whether this is true for both joint
titling programs and individual titling programs. Some argue that joint titling can be su cient in shifting the
power dynamics within households (Walker 2002). Others argue that joint titling programs have some
problems, but can be successful in promoting empowerment (Deere and León 2001a; Baranyi, Deere, and
Morales 2004). Yet there is also a strong contingent of scholars that maintain that individual titling programs
are a necessary condition for women’s empowerment (Agarwal 1994; Varley 2007).

3

For example, an expectation of dowry or bride price—irrespective of the legal institutions surrounding such

practices— may contribute to the understanding that women’s inherited property will become the property of
her in-laws upon marriage, regardless of who owns the property on paper.
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This scholarship clearly establishes many ways in which women are disadvantaged in land ownership, as
well as the importance of owning land. Bias in the marketplace and in state distribution programs, the
in uence of customary norms and practices, and patriarchal expectations of property inheritance all limit
women’s ability to acquire and control land. While titling programs have been shown to unilaterally bene t
men by securing their tenure, signi cant debate remains as to whether and how titling programs might bene t
women. Similarly, while land ownership has been found to increase economic security and provide important
capital for men, this connection has not been rmly established for women. There is reason to suspect that
women’s participation in economic and nancial markets may be limited by social norms, both within and
outside the household, and it is unclear where—if at all—property ownership might t in to this dynamic.
Further, given the complexity of the interactions between social norms and institutions, it is likely that these
relationships (alongside the norms and institutions themselves) vary across cases.4 This begs for a better
understanding of how household bargaining and negotiation within a marriage occurs, and what in uence
property ownership may or may not have on distribution of power.

Policy Change and Development Interventions
There is an established literature that examines the impact of property rights on household welfare,
within which property usually means xed assets, conceptualized as a combination of land and dwelling. The
concept of rights in this context typically refers to a series of interconnected rights, including the ability to sell,
transfer, use, allow or restrict use of the property. These rights are institutionalized through some combination
of policies, laws, regulations, and social norms, although norms and laws are not always in alignment.
The predominant argument in this literature is that more secure property rights will lead to an increase
in ownership, which will lead to greater investment and productivity, particularly in rural areas (Brasselle,
Gaspart, and Platteau 2002; Besley and Ghatak 2009; Deininger and Jin 2006). In the case of women’s land

4

The relationship between norms and legal institutions over time is one that is currently under investigation,

although recent research (see e.g., Htun and Jensenius 2022) nds that a shift in legal institutions, even when
the new policies are weakly enforced, can be su cient to produce a change in norms. While such a relationship
is not the focus of this dissertation, it is important to keep these concerns in mind.
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rights, the assumption is that more secure land rights for women would follow a similar path, increasing
women’s share of property ownership, and subsequently, nancial holdings. However, a number of criticisms
have been raised over the strength of this relationship (Jacoby and Minten 2007), the confounding in uence of
overlapping rights (Deininger and Ali 2008), as well as the importance of context and speci c policies (Place
2009; Fenske 2011). There are also concerns that this relationship may in fact reinforce inequality by protecting
wealthier households while leaving poorer households more vulnerable (Baland et al. 1999; Vendryes 2011).
Despite these concerns, securing women’s property rights has become a mainstreamed development goal, with
the expectation that it will reduce poverty, increase food security, and level the global playing eld.
The prioritization of women’s property rights in international development circles can be traced back to
1985, at the Third UN Conference on Women in Nairobi, where a previous focus on women’s legal equality was
combined with an emphasis on access to resources (Tinker and Jaquette 1987). This laid the groundwork for
the incorporation of gender5 in the language of development-focused government documents, as well as the rise
of many important women’s movements and networks. Today, this legacy is re ected in in uential international
organization policies, such as the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals, and the subsequent
Sustainable Development Goals. Once established, gender-equal land rights are thought to increase women’s
land holdings, subsequently reducing poverty, improving education, health, and economic outcomes, while
increasing women’s empowerment, independence, and security.
Many of these policies make explicit their foundation in the assumption that when women have access to
land, they will turn it into capital that they can use to improve their families’ economic standing. For example,
in 2019, the World Bank, in coalition with a diverse group of organizations,6 unveiled the “Stand for Her Land”
campaign. In framing the goals of the enterprise, the coalition claimed: “Research has shown that when women
5

Deere and León (2001, 112-113) argue that in this context gender, de ned as “women plus men,” was a

politically palatable way for Latin American governments to incorporate what was previously understood only
as “women’s issues” into development policy. However, this was done in such a way that prioritized women’s
economic potential, while leaving more progressive initiatives to women’s movements and NGOs.
6

As of April 2022, the global steering committee is comprised of: the World Bank, Habitat for Humanity,

Landesa Rural Development Institute, the Huairou Commission, the Global Land Tool Network, and the
Rights and Resources Initiative, with nancial support from the United States Secretary of State’s O ce of
Global Women’s Issues, Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development.
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have secure rights to land, it is more likely that opportunities will emerge to break the cycle of poverty and
improve the lives of women, their families, and whole communities” (Stand for Her Land 2022). While this
language makes the expected outcomes from these policies quite clear, the evidence in both the academic
literature and development agency reports is less harmonious. These divergent ndings highlight the complexity
of the issue, and includes approaches that may not adequately incorporate intricate and diverse land rights
regimes, an understanding of gender roles and norms, and measurement issues that do not account for
household dynamics. Additionally, the majority of studies have been focused on SubSaharan Africa (MeinzenDick et al. 2019), which may not translate well to other contexts, both because of policy, regime, cultural, and
other local di erences, but also the speci c legacy of development interventions on women and land in Africa.

Findings from Previous Scholarship and Interventions
A growing body of literature examines the importance of women’s ownership of land in the context of
poverty reduction, nding strong evidence for economic outcomes (e.g., human capital investment) but only
weak evidence, including where there is theoretical agreement, on many non-economic outcomes (e.g., domestic
violence) (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019). Newer research in this area focuses on individual-level ownership, rather
than at the household level,7 and is primarily comprised of observational studies in Africa and Asia (e.g.,
Palacios-Lopez, Christiaensen, and Kilic 2017), although similar arguments have been hypothesized in the
context of Latin America (Bose 2017; Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012, Deere and Doss 2006). Some of
these studies have found that women land holders are more resilient to climate shocks (Asfaw and Maggio
2017), and that communities where widows inherit are also more likely to adopt agricultural technologies that
boost productivity (Dillon and Voena 2017).
There is some evidence that land ownership may help women gain access to credit through informal
mechanisms (see e.g., Persha et al. 2017), but a systematic review of the broader literature nds that while the
7

Titles at the household level can list household members in di erent ways (e.g., Mr. and Mrs. Smith vs. The

Smiths) which can be a less secure form of titling for women, particularly in cases of divorce, but also when a
woman is widowed. Individual titles spell out which property belongs to the individual woman, and are
arguably more secure rights. See e.g. Bose 2017; Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012; Deere and Doss 2006;
Palacios-Lopez, Christiaensen, and Kilic 2017; Quisumbing and Maluccio 2003.
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argument that formal land rights eventually lead to lines of credit which can then be used to alleviate poverty
has been broadly accepted (De Soto 2000), there is little evidence to support this when rights are disaggregated
by gender (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019). This suggests that the impact of property and legal institutions on
poverty outcomes for women are attenuated, if not outweighed, by gender-biased social norms. This may also
have implications for the impact of property ownership on women’s economic empowerment. For example,
when the norm is that men control the labor of all household members, that expectation can limit how and
when women can work their own plot of land, even when they have the ability to decide what to plant (see e.g.,
Flora 2001). Put di erently, this means that even when women have decision-making ability over an asset such
as land, the gendered expectations of the division of labor within the household can dictate their ability to
exercise that agency (i.e., if they spend the bulk of their day preparing food, caring for children, and cleaning
or doing laundry, they may have very little time and energy left to devote to agricultural work).
Some scholars argue that land ownership can provide women with bargaining power, which they can
leverage within a marriage. Here, the idea is that ownership increases women’s relative “worth,” while providing
economic freedom and the ability to “exit” in cases of violence (see e.g., Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019; Agarwal
1994; Peterman et al. 2017). The idea that land ownership provides women with bargaining power is popular in
work that looks at property and domestic violence, but it has also been used in work looking at human capital
investment, intergenerational transfers, and consumption choices (Meinzen-Dick et al. 2019) as well as family
planning and healthcare choices (Behrman 2017).
Evidence from recent development interventions, such as the prominent and locally-focused projects8 cosponsored by USAID, similarly show a range of outcomes. For example, a ve-year program in Tanzania helped
villages and district land o ces demarcate land parcels, registering more than 60,000 land certi cates. This
project increased the percentage of female-headed households who held a certi cate of land from 10% to 88%
yet found no change in access to credit in the treatment group, who continued to face gender disparity in
8

Most recently, many of the projects sponsored by USAID with the expressed goal of increasing women’s share

of land holdings have been targeted interventions that focus not only a single country, but on a speci c subregion or locality (e.g., a series of villages in the same valley). These projects are often tied to a speci c
industry, such as potato or cocoa farming, and typically incorporate co-sponsorship from local NGOs or,
increasingly, corporations, such as PepsiCo (owner of FritoLay) or Hershey.
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banking (Persha and Patterson-Stein 2021). An intervention in the cocoa industry in Ghana, co-sponsored by
USAID and ECOM (an agroindustrial corporation) and implemented by the Integrated Land and Resource
Governance (ILRG) program was able to increase the percentage of married women whose named appeared on
land titles, sometimes along with their husband’s, and sometimes solely (USAID 2021).
However, even women with sole titles deferred to their husbands when it came to decision-making over
the cocoa production, particularly sales and negotiation. In the few households where women participated in
decision-making, the husbands retained the nal say. Regardless of the land titling changes, women’s unpaid
work did not decrease, so while both husband and wife would farm during the day, at night, husbands would
socialize and relax, while wives would spend the evening conducting household and family tasks. In addition,
intimate partner violence increased during this time, and husbands were observed in icting physical, verbal,
emotional, and economic forms of violence, which the report notes went unreported despite policies that
prohibit such violence (USAID 2021). Finally, a report from a collaboration between USAID and PepsiCo in
West Bangladesh describes the impact of training over one thousand women in potato agronomy and
sustainable farming practices as one of economic empowerment. At the conclusion of the two-year program, the
team described the women farmers as exhibiting improved con dence and self-image, an increased acceptance
by family and community members, as well as increased brand loyalty to PepsiCo (USAID 2022).
Overall, these ndings raise at least as many questions as they answer. In part, this may be due to the
inconsistencies in ndings across large-N studies that attempt to replicate qualitative case studies more
broadly, although the local-level case studies also indicate that generalization may be not be possible. There
are also a number of problematic expectations within the literature, such as arguments that assume that
women are more likely than men to use pro ts from agricultural production to bene t their children, which
imply a monolithic, gendered preference that is far from substantiated. Similarly, many of the arguments
premised on the belief that formal titling will have the same impact on women that it has had for men (i.e.,
that having one’s name on a title will lead to poverty alleviation) do not include an exploration of existing
gender inequalities that may mitigate this impact. For example, scholars have found that women’s ownership of
land does not automatically imply control (see e.g., Flora 2001), as gendered norms surrounding household
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division of labor may negate much of the bene t a woman may otherwise derive from ownership—as illustrated
quite well in the intervention in Ghana described above.

The Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) Data
The data used for this study comes from the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) questionnaire
focused on women at the household level. The questions used are nestled within a larger public health survey,
which provides both advantages and limitations. For example, the age range of those surveyed are all women of
reproductive age, de ned by the survey administrators as between 15 and 49, which works well for the larger
public health questions, but serve as a limitation for the current study.
For example, the women included in this study are currently partnered women of reproductive age in
heterosexual relationships (either legally married or a common-law marriage or recognized civil union). Yet it is
likely that women over the age of 49 have very di erent experiences of empowerment along the lines discussed
here, not least because the likelihood of being widowed or divorced increases with age, but also because
household dynamics undoubtedly shift. From the outset, then, any examination of women’s empowerment is
limited by this more narrowly de ned sample population, and any ndings should be interpreted with these
limitations in mind.
The asset ownership module captures the number of women age 15-49 who own housing (alone, jointly,
alone and jointly, do not own a house) and the number of women age 15-49 who own land (alone, jointly, alone
and jointly, do not own a house). These indicators comprise the primary explanatory variable, although models
for each section also include several covariates, such as urban/rural, socioeconomic status, education level, and
age.

Contributions of this Dissertation
The majority of scholarly research on women and land has been qualitative, and primarily focused on
cases in Africa (e.g., Englert 2003; Englert and Daley 2008; Lastarria-Cornhiel 1997; Mackenzie 1990; Manji
1998; Meinzen-Dick et al. 1997; Tsikata 2003; Whitehead and Tsikata 2003), although there have also been a

fi

ff

fi

fi

fi

9

handful of important case studies conducted in Asia (e.g., Agarwal 1994) and Latin America (e.g., Baranyi et
al. 2004; Deere and León 2001a, b). There are many avenues of research in this area that have yet to be
explored, in part because of an initial lack of data. Many of the scholars who pioneered the rst big wave of
qualitative research in this area have been instrumental in pushing for broader data collection (see e.g., Deere
and León 2001), and there are now a number of possibilities for quantitative, cross-national comparisons,
through which to explore lingering, important questions.
For example: Does property ownership empower women? When women have greater access to and
control over land, do they also have greater decision-making power? Are they less likely to su er from intimate
partner violence? If they own or co-own a home with their spouse, do they have greater autonomy and freedom
of movement within the marriage?
While work has clearly been done to theorize the impact of women’s land ownership, empirical studies
have been more limited, and existing results show a clear lack of consensus. This dissertation builds on this
previous work through a cross-sectional analysis of the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and
land and three indicators of empowerment: participation in household decision-making; experiences of intimate
partner violence; and level of marital control exerted by her husband. These indicators are explored across
three di erent cases in Latin America: Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras, using data collected via USAID’s
Demographic and Health Surveys. Narrowing the scope to a handful of cases in the same region allows for a
closer examination of issues that would otherwise be di cult to generalize globally, due to extreme variations
in both norms and policy di usion. Exploring the connection between property ownership and empowerment
across these three cases, while examining di erent types of property (i.e., land and housing) and di erent types
of ownership (i.e., joint and solo), helps to provide a better understand of what relationship—if any— property
holdings have on women’s daily lives.
In light of this previous research, and given the limitation of the available data, this dissertation makes
several important contributions. First, it highlights that women’s ownership of housing and of land have
distinct relationships with possible empowerment outcomes, as do women’s joint versus sole property
ownership. Second, it argues that a better understanding of the dynamics of home ownership (which has been
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understudied in the literature on women’s property ownership, as the bulk of previous work has focused either
explicitly on land, or on a bundle of assets, in which home ownership is included but not often disaggregated)
may provide critical insights into women’s empowerment. Third, it nds that women’s property ownership may
have an empowering e ect in some areas, but it can also produce a backlash e ect, pointing to a need for
future research to better understand this observed multi nality in empowerment outcomes, as well as an
examination of potential causal mechanisms. Finally, it locates several points at which the examined
relationships di er signi cantly given variation in women’s identity (which in this analysis is limited to
Indigeneity and women who live in rural versus urban areas). While the limitations of the DHS data make it
di cult to undertake a truly intersectional9 approach,10 these ndings should be viewed as preliminary results
that call attention to the importance of future, more detailed, work in this area. Taken together, these elements
illustrate this dissertation’s clear and compelling contribution to the broader literature, while also showing
several points at which this dissertation serves as a springboard for future research.

Organization of the Chapters
The chapters of this dissertation are organized as follows. Chapter Two explains why Latin America is
an ideal region of focus for an examination of this kind. It then provides an overview of the dissertation’s three
cases: Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras, including relevant details on property regimes and family law, as
well as descriptive statistics about women’s ownership of housing and land. Following this, three empirical
chapters analyze the relationship between women’s ownership of property and three distinct, non-economic
9

With origins in Black feminist thought (e.g., Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1993), intersectionality focuses on

interlocking systems of power, highlighting inadequacies in singular or additive approaches in describing the
burdens and experiences of multiply marginalized communities.
10

For example, the range of historical circumstances—such as di erent interactions with the state and

experiences of marginalization—across Indigenous groups (including di erent experiences across cases for
communities with similar cultural backgrounds), an analysis that combines women into the simpli ed categories
of “Indigenous” and “non-Indigenous” is far from ideal. Similarly, the lack of an explicit examination of
AfroDescendant and AfroIndigenous women is a signi cant limitation of this analysis. These concessions have
been made because of limitations, not for theoretical reasons. Even with these caveats and limitations, this
portion of the analysis is important, as it emphasizes the importance of better understanding women’s
experiences along multiple axes of marginalization.
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indicators of empowerment. Chapter Three examines the relationship between women’s ownership of housing
and land and their ability to participate in household decision-making. This includes decisions about large
household purchases, women's own healthcare decisions, and decisions about family visitation. Chapter Four
analyzes the relationship between women’s property ownership and experiences of intimate partner violence,
divided into three categories of violence: physical, sexual, and emotional. Chapter Five examines the
relationship between women’s property ownership and the degree of marital control she experiences, measured
on a scale speci c for each country. Finally, Chapter Six summarizes the ndings from the three empirical
chapters, discusses the similarities and di erences across countries and indicators, and concludes by highlight
important areas of future research.
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CHAPTER 2: THE CASES

Introduction
Women remain at a signi cant disadvantage when it comes to owning property globally (Doss,
Summer eld, and Tsikata 2014), but particularly in Latin America, where they face discrimination acquiring
land both on the open market and through state distribution programs (Deere and León 2003; Lewis 2002).
When women do obtain land, it is often through inheritance, and assumptions about communal property can
limit, if not erase, women’s right to this land within and after a marriage (Deere and León 2001c; Baranyi et al.
2004). As will be discussed in more detail below, this disadvantage persists even as Latin America is considered
to be one of the most progressive regions in terms of women’s formal land rights (Deere and León 2001a;
Baranyi et al. 2004), particularly when compared with policies in Southeast Asia and SubSaharan Africa,
where women’s land rights have received a signi cant level of attention, but have not been formalized in the
same way.
This dissertation is focused on the relationship between women’s property ownership and di erent
empowerment outcomes, not evaluating the policies or predicting their e ectiveness or impact directly, it is
important to understand the context in which women own property. Examining women’s property ownership in
this context allows for a closer examination of other factors which may in uence the relationship with di erent
empowerment outcomes. As with any study, which cases are selected and why can have important rami cations
for the study’s ndings, as well as any subsequent generalizations, even in the absence of a causally-focused
examination. Similarly, qualitative case knowledge is vital to unpacking the observed relationships, and deriving
any theoretical conclusions about meaning.
This chapter functions as a backdrop to the following three empirical chapters, rst giving an overview
of the methodological and theoretical considerations that went into case selection, and then highlighting
relevant information about the DHS surveys. This is followed by a general explanation of the trajectory of
policies in the region, and more detailed information for each of the three cases selected, including an initial
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examination of women’s property ownership in each country. The chapter concludes with a brief synthesis of
the three cases, setting the stage for the three empirical chapters which follow.

Case Selection
The distinct features of gender-equitable formal land rights in Latin America (Deere and León 2001a;
Baranyi et al. 2004) make it an ideal region of focus for this study. Unique policies include requirements that
state distribution and titling programs register land in the name of both couple members (Deere and León
2001a; b); that land be distributed individually to both members; a rmative action measures that give priority
to female-headed households; and a gender quota policy for land shares11 (Deere 2003). Although there is
variation in these policies across the region, there are overarching similarities in trajectory and implementation.
These, in addition to the conceptual homogeneity and temporal boundaries derived from the DHS surveys,
form the basis of clear scope conditions, establishing external validity.
The case selection strategy employed for this analysis goes against the grain of many quantitative
studies, as cases are not selected randomly—though neither are they selected on the dependent variable,
avoiding the validity pitfalls identi ed in Geddes (2003). Instead, I used two complementary strategies, one
inadvertently, and one intentionally. The rst, inadvertent, strategy came as a result of an initial analysis,
which included the entire population of cases (i.e., every country in which the DHS VI or 712 had been
conducted). Results from this global analysis clearly exempli ed a causally complex world, “characterized by
path dependence, tipping points, interaction e ects, strategic interaction, two-directional causality or feedback
loops”13 (Bennett and Elman 2006, 456).

11

Although this policy exists on paper, it has not been implemented.

12

These are the two iterations of the DHS survey data that contain all of the variables of interest which were

available at the time; more detail on the various iterations of the DHS surveys is provided below.
13

Such a qualitative extrapolation from the results of a quantitative study are admittedly not the most

conventional approach, but I would argue that they are highly appropriate given both the circumstances of the
initial analysis, and the subsequent shift to a qualitatively-informed selection technique, which produced more
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Given the messy ndings, which could indicate either “equi nality (many di erent paths to the same
outcome) or multi nality (many di erent outcomes from the same value of an independent variable, depending
on context)” (Bennett and Elman 2006, 456), it was clear that a di erent strategy was needed in order to
derive meaningful results. Within the noise, however, there were some regional patterns, which suggested that
an analysis focused on a more parsimonious sample of cases from within the same region may be a productive
path forward.
From this point, I made the strategic decision (similar to those described in Koivu and Hintze 2017) to
focus on Latin America, as it was one of the two regions which I knew the most about already.14 From there, I
used this existing qualitative case knowledge to establish scope conditions, following in the tradition of Goertz
and Mahoney (2009), which set some “empirical and theoretical limits on the extent to which an inference can
be generalized” (307), thus indicating external validity. Given this, my scope conditions for the population of
cases became: countries in Latin America with a Spanish colonial heritage (and subsequent policy
environment), where the DHS survey (VI or 7) had been conducted within ve years of each other (between
2011 and 2016).
This left me with ve possible cases: Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Peru. The Dominican Republic and Peru were eliminated after further analysis, as a combination of missing
data and coding mismatch15 raised some concerns about conceptual homogeneity (Goertz and Mahoney 2009,
312), particularly in regard to measurement stability, calling into question whether these data were appropriate
for comparison.

14

The other region was the Middle East and North Africa, and while I was tempted to pursue that region

instead, I had already identi ed some issues with the quality of the data in some of the country cases—such as
a total lack of ethnic Palestinians in the sample from Jordan—which, coupled with an even smaller number of
regional countries in which the relevant surveys had been administered, dissuaded me from pursuing this
option.
15

To be clear, these concerns were with how the DHS coded the survey results before public release. While the

coding schema is purportedly designed to allow for ready cross-country comparison, it is clear that this should
not be taken at face value. This also highlights a clear advantage of incorporating insights from qualitative case
selection, as thinking through and establishing these criteria gave me an advantage in evaluating the validity of
these data prior to the quantitative analysis.
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In summary, selecting cases from a region with similar policy environment, at a similar point in time,
using a highly comparable survey instrument, creates an analysis that can be reasonably expected to have a
high degree of external validity. While there are clearly elements of circumstantial and strategic case selection
based on the availability of data, background knowledge of the speci c region was vital in selecting cases that
would be viable for comparison. Further, although this analysis does not focus on a direct connection between
the speci c policies and the percentage of women who own property, a qualitative understanding of the
trajectory of the policies within each country (alongside other relevant country conditions) is a crucial
component to unpacking the results of the quantitative analysis.

Data
Reliable and large-n individual-level data on asset ownership is a relatively new phenomenon, and
previous scholarship focused primarily on household-level data. This includes examinations of gendered asset
ownership, where comparisons would be made between female-headed and male-headed households; criticisms
of this practice included calls for more individual-level analysis (see e.g., Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012).
Initial quantitative analyses on women’s ownership of assets in Latin America found that the percentage of
women who owned a home were likely much higher than previously found in qualitative studies (Deere and
León 2001; Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012). This study also found a signi cant disparity between women’s
rural and urban home ownership (Deere, Alvarado, and Twyman 2012), which the authors considered to be
potential evidence of male bias in land inheritance, theorized to persist in spite of gender-neutral inheritance
legislation (see e.g., Deere and León). Previous surveys on land ownership in the region also tended to record
only one owner for the property, which was typically the (male) household head (Deere, Alvarado, and
Twyman 2012).
The USAID’s Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), were originally designed as public health
initiatives that were an extension of previous projects such as the World Fertility Survey, iterations of which
were conducted in 43 countries in the 1970s and 1980s. Since it was rst established in 1984, there have been
eight versions of the survey, conducted 350 times in overlapping ve-year phases, across 90 countries. These
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surveys “are designed to collect data on marriage, fertility, mortality, family planning, reproductive health, child
health, nutrition, and HIV/AIDS,” and are focused on women of reproductive age, de ned here as 15-49
(DHSProgram 2019). Each iteration of the survey includes at least two questionnaires— one at the household
level, and one at the individual level for women only.
Although there are some small variations between countries and individual surveys, the same sampling
strategy is used, a two-stage cluster procedure, which covers 100% of the target population in-country, coupled
with a multi-level strati cation technique. This ensures a representative sample of the target population, and
reduces sampling errors, but also requires the use of provided sampling weights at both the household and
individual level.
Information about asset ownership was o cially added to the DHS survey in the seventh iteration,
referred to as DHS-7,16 although it was added as an optional module to some applications of DHS-VI. The
questions remain the same across both the pilot versions issued in DHS-VI and those adopted o cially in
DHS-7. This module asks women if they own a house and if they own land as separate questions, and provides
at least three possible categories for ownership: sole ownership, joint ownership with a husband or partner, and
no ownership. In some instances, a fourth category is included: both sole ownership and joint ownership (i.e.,
two separate properties, one held alone, and one held jointly). In some iterations, information about whether or
not the woman has a formal title is also included,17
The countries in this analysis are limited in the level detail of in the data provided, so three types of
ownership are used, and there is no information about titles. This analysis uses the most recent survey
conducted for each country. In Colombia and Guatemala, this was an iteration of DHS-7, carried out in 2015
and 2014-2015, respectively. In Honduras, this was an iteration of DHS-VI with the optional asset module,
carried out in 2011-2012. The total sample of women interviewed for each survey was 38,718 in Colombia,
25,914 in Guatemala, and 22,747 in Honduras.

16

This is a departure from previous naming conventions, as iterations one through six all use Roman numerals.

17

When this information is included, it can either be recorded dichotomously (i.e., yes or no), or it can contain

more detailed information about the title, and what names are recorded legally.
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A Brief Overview of Land Reform and Women’s Property Rights in Latin America
Land reform
Land reform in Latin America has generally been understood to mean the state-led redistribution of
land in rural areas that swept through the region in the twentieth century, but can also include complementary
reforms such as access to credit, or provisions for groups based on class, gender, or ethnicity. With a peak in
the 1960s, much of this redistribution was in uenced by the geopolitics of the time, such as the Cuban
Revolution of 1959; the competing, Cold War-era interests of the United States and Russia; and later,
neoliberal norm di usion via international organizations such as the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund. These forces, combined with internal pressures such as resistance from the landlord class (Kay
2002) managed to disrupt the trajectory of reform in many countries, alternatively delaying, halting, or
reversing policy enactment and implementation.
The end of the twentieth century in Latin America saw a number of circumstances that would prove to
be advantageous to women’s land and property rights. A wave of agrarian reforms coincided with increased
interest in gender-equitable language, which created a platform from which to assert more progressive policies.
This included policies that prioritized female-headed households, mandated joint titling for property acquired
within a marriage, and focused attention on vulnerable groups such as rural women and Indigenous
communities. The growth of women’s organizations, including a number of in uential rural groups, helped to
keep the issue of women’s asset ownership on the agenda, while the relative strength of the organizations
helped to push policies in a more progressive direction.
Throughout this time period, land reforms ranked as a high priority in many parts of the world, not just
Latin America, although researchers have traced patterns that are distinct to speci c regions, comparing Latin
America with Southeast Asia and SubSaharan Africa in particular (see e.g., Kay 2002; King 1977; Tai 1974).
Some of the policies that have been identi ed as unique to Latin America include requirements that state
distribution and titling programs register land in the name of both members of a couple, including those in
civil unions or common-law marriages (Deere and León 2001a; b), equal property distribution to both parties
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upon the dissolution of a marriage, and a rmative action measures in state-sponsored programs that give
priority to female-headed households (Deere 2003).
Some of the variation in land reform policy (both within and across regions) can be attributed to
di erences in the percentage of land held under existing customary land tenure systems, which are most
prevalent in SubSaharan Africa, although they remain relevant (albeit to di ering degree) in Latin America
and parts of Asia (Barraclough 1999). While the speci cs of these systems vary, they tend to follow a system of
communal ownership with individual rights to cultivation, and have persisted despite contradictory formal
legislation. This contradiction has created tension between the communal land holders and the state, which has
ultimately been replicated by international organizations and NGOs. For example, the state-led narrative
regarding many communities that function within a customary system has often been one of backwardness and
resistance to modernization—a refrain which has been echoed in many international organizations. NGOs and
locally-organized rural communities, however, have pushed for reforms that recognize customary rights and
that include restitution for expropriated land (Barraclough 1999; Cotula, Toulon, and Quan 2006).

Women’s property rights
Women’s property rights, as derived from the marital and inheritance regimes within a country’s civil
code, can vary at a number of points: whether and how property can be acquired, how it can be used or
disposed of both within a marriage and after one or both partners die, or if the marriage ends in divorce. In
Latin America, the evolution of these civil codes are tied to that of the former colonial power, as legal regimes
di ered in Spanish versus Portuguese colonies, even where there were similarities due to their common precolonial origins. Variation in policy across the Spanish Empire was extended when the former colonies enacted
their own civil codes in the 19th century, and then began to integrate gender equity in the 20th century. One
crucial di erence between the marital regimes of former Spanish and Portuguese colonies is the codi cation of
community property, in which the Spanish tradition was partial community property, while the Portuguese was
full community property (Socolow 2000). In a regime of partial community property, only property acquired
during the marriage was considered communal, whereas under full community property, any assets brought into
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the marriage were considered communal. Should the marriage dissolve, only communally-held property would
be divided.
Whether and how the wave of neoliberal reforms in the 19th century in uenced women’s property
ownership in the region is a matter of some debate, although, as studies such as those in Costa Rica (Rodríguez
Sáenz 2005) and Mexico (Arrom 1985) nd, the most plausible outcome is mixed, in which some aspects of
women’s property ownership are strengthened and others weakened, ultimately hinging on the extent of gender
equality, as well as class and ethnicity (Dore 2000) within a given country. Critical areas of di erence in these
reforms included if, when, and how the traditional dowry system was reformed (see e.g., Zeberio 2005 for an
analysis of Argentina; Nazzari 1991 for an analysis of Brazil; and Hunefeldt 2005 for an analysis of Peru), the
rights of widows to asset ownership (Hunefeldt 2005; O’Connor 2002; Shelton 2010), inheritance (Rodríguez
Sáenz 2005; Zeberio 2005), and civil marriage and divorce (Deere and León 2005; Rengifo 2011; Rodríguez
Sáenz 2002). There is some evidence that suggests that the 19th century reforms in Mexico and Central
America followed a very di erent path than those in South America (Deere and León 2005), with the former
moving further away from the colonial-era legislation than the latter.
The twentieth century saw additional reforms which strengthened women’s property rights and
established equality within in the household, including control over earnings (Cocker Gonzalez 2000; Htun
2003), consensual unions (Arvey 2010; Deere and León 2001a), and the legalization of divorce (Htun 2003). As
Friedemann-Sánchez (2012) nds, however, the presence of a gender-equitable legal regime in Colombia may
not be enough to counter inequality in property ownership, as women continue to have a low legal literacy,
while facing high transactional costs and ingrained social norms.
Indeed, of the three cases, discussed in more detail below, Colombia is considered to be among the most
progressive countries in terms of land ownership reforms, as is Honduras, as both countries were quick to enact
legislation that explicitly established gender equality, and allowed for joint titling of couples (Deere and León
2001b, c). However, the countries initially di ered on how joint titles were issued, with Colombia having
mandatory joint titling while it was optional in Honduras until 2000. Colombia’s legislation also prioritized
female-headed households, while Honduras’ did not. Deere and León (2001c) argue that mandating joint titling
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in legislation is “crucial for the empowerment of women…[because] it reinforces the provision of civil codes that
husband and wife are jointly responsible for the administration of household assets… adds legal muscle to the
requirement that they must be in agreement to sell, mortgage or otherwise dispose of their property…[and]
safeguards women’s ownership rights in case of separation, divorce or widowhood (443).” Reform in Guatemala
was more circuitous, with initial reforms in the 1940s and 1950s reversed after the 1954 coup (Melville and
Melville 1971). Given this, gender-related land policies, alongside policies to protect Indigenous communities,
lagged behind those implemented in Colombia and Honduras.

Other important considerations
It is important to also highlight here two additional components of Latin American history, which vary
across the region, and have undoubtedly in uenced the trajectory of (gender-equitable) land reforms and
women’s property ownership: the in uence of external political actors, and violent con ict. The importance of
geopolitical concerns on the trajectory of land reform in the region is well-documented, and although there are
disagreements about the extent to which (and how) forces like the Alliance for Progress and American concerns
about the spread of communism following the Cuban Revolution in uenced policy. While these debates reside
predominantly outside the scope of this dissertation, it interesting to note that American interests and
involvement in land reform in Latin America were distinct from foreign policy in Asia (see e.g., Olson 1974;
Stratton 1998).
Similarly, many countries in Latin America experienced signi cant violence from a range of sources,
including civil wars, state-sponsored repression, CIA-backed interventions, guerrilla insurgencies, organized
crime (particularly drug cartels), and paramilitary groups. Again, the full history of violence in Latin America
— even just that of the twentieth century—is too complex to be done justice in the limited context of this
dissertation. Having said that, it is important to note at least in general terms the signi cance of the violence
that has impacted Latin America as a region, and the cases in this analysis—indeed, two of the countries in
this analysis (Colombia and Guatemala) have experienced (or continue to experience) extreme levels of
violence, which have undoubtedly shaped several of the variables under study here, such as land tenure and
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experiences of intimate partner violence. While the atrocities that have taken place in Guatemala and
Colombia may seem overwhelming in comparison, it should be noted that Honduras has not been untouched by
violence, and events such as the 2009 coup have also had a profound impact on the country. Where relevant,
these issues are touched upon very lightly in the country details below.

Colombia
Background
As a country with a staggering history of violent con ict, Colombia stands out even in a region that has
seen more than its fair share of con ict. Unsurprisingly, this history is quite complex, and has been evolving
since La Violencia, the ten-year civil war which lasted from 1948 to 1958. Some of the key actors in the
ongoing violence have been the Colombian government, far-left guerrilla insurgents like the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), far-right paramilitary organizations, and drug cartels.18 The relevance of
the drug trade in this con ict—particularly the production of cocaine, but also heroin—can be seen in the
sustained nature of the con ict through power drug cartels (who became increasingly tied with paramilitary
organizations, leading some to coin the term “narcoparamilitaries”—see Tate 2012 for an analysis). The drug
trade can also be seen in the deforestation and disruption of the countryside. Indeed, much of the violence has
taken place in rural areas, which has led to extremely high levels of displacement—since 1985, Colombia has
registered the world’s second-highest number of internally displaced persons (IDPs), although the exact
numbers of internally displaced persons is hard to discern.19 This con ict-related displacement has fueled rapid
urbanization that has over-burdened existing infrastructure, such that both urban and rural housing and land
tenure are deeply insecure. Women are especially at risk of forced displacement—particularly women-headed
households, as well as AfroColombian and Indigenous women—as well as gender-based violence and sexual
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This is not a comprehensive list, but identi es some of the con ict’s key components and interests.
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Estimates range from 4.9 million (NRC 2020) to 5.6 million (IMDC 2019) to 5.7 million (UNHCR 2015) to 8

million (Borgen Project 2019) IDPs in Colombia since 1985. Even at the low end of the estimates, Colombia
remains rmly in second place behind Syria for the country with the highest number of IDPs.

fl

fl

fl

fi

fl

fl

fl

fi

22

abuses. Taken together, it is easy to see how this might in uence land tenure, urban residences, and women’s
rights.
Since 1994, the government of Colombia has implemented a series of land distribution programs
designed to bene t rural women, female headed households, AfroColombian women, and Indigenous women,
but much like with the market-based program established in 1994, the intended bene ts have been limited by
cultural norms, inheritance practices, the market, and nancial institutions.20 For example, the law does not
prohibit gender discrimination in access to credit, so a woman displaced by the con ict who is trying to take
advantage of a policy which o ers up to a 70% subsidy to purchase a parcel of land may be denied a line of
credit explicitly because of gender-based assumptions about her credit worthiness. It’s also not clear that much
energy has been expended in helping displaced women regain or be compensated for land lost in the con ict.
Women in Colombia can legally own land, and both men and women have equal land rights. The law
also allows for joint adjudication and titling for couples, although this is not a requirement for married couples
acquiring land (Deere and León 2001). Property acquired within a marriage is communal, and is legally
required to be split equally between man and woman upon divorce. However, the woman is often required to
bring a series of documents to court to con rm the union and her entitlement to any assets, including a
notarized letter from her former partner, records of any children that resulted from the union, and testimonies
of support from friends and neighbors (USAID 2016) all of which can represent a signi cant burden. In the case
of a husband’s demise, inheritance laws also favor children, with the widow receiving a conjugal portion, and
the remaining property going to any children, regardless of legitimacy (UN-Habitat 2005).
Given the context of the violence, in combination with some of the limitations in the implementation of
these policies as described above, it is easy to see how women in Colombia continue to be at a disadvantage in
obtaining and controlling property. While the focus of this dissertation is on the relationship between women’s
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These programs and policies include a market-based distribution program from 1994 that prioritized low-

income and female-headed households; a 1998 decree granting bene ts to rural women for land titling; a 2002
law establishing a fund for the advancement of rural women known as FOMMUR (Ley 31, Art. 10); and 2007’s
Estatuto de Desarrollo Rural (Ley 1152) which prioritized AfroColombian and Indigenous communities. The
recent Peace Accords, signed in 2016, also include land-related agreements, which were incorporated into the
National Development Plan.
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property ownership and possible empowerment outcomes, it is still important to keep this understanding of
women’s disadvantage in property ownership in mind.

Sample Characteristics
Table 1, below, provides descriptive statistics on women’s land and home ownership in Colombia.

Here, the DHS survey data shows that women are far more likely to own a home than land: a total of
10,571 women, or 27.3% own a home, while 5,117, or 13.22% own land. For both types of property, they are
more likely to own jointly than alone. Interestingly, while they are more than twice as likely to own a home
jointly than alone, they are only slightly more likely to own a land jointly than they are alone. There are far
more women in the sample that reside in urban areas, as only 25% of the sample reside in rural areas. In
combination with the lower percentage of land ownership, this makes sense given the high levels of rural
displacement in the country. There are also 4,264 women in the sample that identify as Indigenous, which on
the Colombian survey was its own catch-all category. At 11%, this is the country with the smallest percentage
of Indigenous women in the sample out of the three cases.

24

Guatemala
Background
Land rights and land tenure in Guatemala are highly unequal; historically, much of the land has been a
site of signi cant con ict. Indeed, the civil war which consumed the country for 36 years was intimately tied to
land, and has left a lasting impact of migration, forced abandonment, and dispossession. The legacy of the
violence in Guatemala is particularly salient in regards to the Indigenous population, where a
counterinsurgency campaign targeted Indigenous communities, and the Guatemalan military perpetuated some
of the worst human rights violations on record (Schirmer 1998). Land tenure is highly concentrated: 1.86% of
the population owns 56.59% of arable land (USAID 2015). This makes land tenure in Guatemala the most
inequitable in Central America. This combination of con ict and unequal land distribution contribute to the
high level of poverty in the country (Lastarria-Cornhiel 2004).
With earlier attempts at reform from the Arbenz government undone following the US-backed coup in
1954, a less-radical version of agrarian reform was implemented in 1962. This included a provision in the Law
of Agrarian Transformation that stipulated land parcels would be distributed as patrimonio agrarian familiar.
This placed women at a disadvantage upon widowhood, as they were not considered to be agriculturalists, so
the land would typically go to any sons instead (Fundación Arias-Tierra Viva 1993, 73-4; Deere and León
2001b, 80-1). This provision dramatically decreased the rate at which women obtained land in Guatemala.
Joint titling was also stymied—even as late as the 1990s, it “had not even been raised as a possibility,”
according to government employees and NGO workers at the time (Deere and León 2001). Joint titling is also
not mentioned in the 1996 Peace Accords, despite the expressed intention to secure women’s rights to property
and resources.
Instead, it was women refugees who were members of rural women’s organizations that jumpstarted the
process of formalizing joint titling from exile. Working from refugee camps in Mexico, with support from
Mexican feminists and the UNHCR, an agreement was nally reached in 1996 that gave equal rights to
property for both members of a couple, either married or in a consensual union (Deere and León 2001b). It was
this hard work that laid the groundwork for the gender-equitable distribution seen in FONTIERRAS, or the
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Fondo de Tierras, legislation which was designed to increase secure land tenure (Decreto Ley 24-99).21 In spite
of these successes, both activists and scholars have expressed concern over the viability of gender-progressive
land policies in Guatemala, citing the in uence of international organizations and a lack of political will within
the country to adequately fund and implement reform (Deere and León 2001b, 223).
Women and Indigenous peoples continue to be particularly marginalized when it comes to land in Guatemala.
Nationally, the legal framework recognizes gender equality, and the Civil Code includes provisions for women’s
inheritance of property and the distribution of marital property. In the case of spousal death, under the
régimen de comunidad absoluta (Código Civil Art. 122, Dec. 218), wives tend to inherit only if there are no
surviving children. Similarly, patriarchal norms tend to favor sons, and daughters seldom inherit; when they do,
they often receive a much smaller portion than their brothers. The comunidad de gananciales (Código Civil
Art. 9, Dec. 218) dictates that both parties retain the assets they had upon entering a marriage, while any
assets acquired during the marriage are to be divided in half should the union be dissolved. Crucially, women’s
ability to get a divorce in Guatemala is also limited, and they are not able to le for dissolution as readily as a
man (Código Civil Art. 155, Dec. 5).
Women continue to face structural, cultural, and institutional barriers in both agrarian reform programs
and the open market. For example, gender-based discrimination in access to credit has led to
misunderstandings regarding women’s right to land— when applying for a loan, women are asked if they have a
husband, and are denied if they say no (Deere and León 2001b, 81). In this way, FONTIERRAS paved the way
for joint ownership after a long-fought battle spearheaded by rural women’s groups and international NGOs.
However, while FONTIERRAS allows for joint ownership as well as sole ownership, it is not required. Instead,
21

FONTIERRAS, the common reference to Ley del Fondo de Tierras, created via Decree No, 24-99, was one of

several policy reforms stemming from the Peace Accords which signaled the close of the Civil War. Functioning
autonomously as a decentralized state body with national scope, FONTIERRAS is the mechanism through
which campesinos (the agricultural class, also referred to as peasants) legally access land. These campesino
bene ciaries can be both men and women except for bene ciary families with a single parent (man or woman)
as household head. While this language is very gender-equitable, the ability of FONTIERRAS to issue land in
a gender-equitable fashion has been called into question, with critics pointing to a lack of leadership and
inadequate funding in the the O cina Nacional de la Mujer (the national o ce tasked with representing
women), and the ine ectiveness of the National Women’s Forum, established to hold up the state’s end in
terms of gender, per the Accords. For a fuller discussion of these issues, see Deere and León (2001a).
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the titling program focuses on head of household, which is usually man (Hatcher, Meggiolare, and Santonico
Ferrer 2005).
Indigenous populations in Guatemala have faced systemic land discrimination, from colonization
through the 21st century, including discrimination from the state that is in blatant disregard of provisions in
the peace accords. For example, the Spanish-language requirement initially written into FONTIERRAS was
exclusionary for those who speak only an Indigenous language, or who cannot a ord someone to translate or
negotiate on their behalf. It was this requirement, alongside a number of additional concerns, that lead to the
successful petitioning of the Guatemalan government by the Maya Q’eqchi’ Agua Caliente community via the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR 2017).
Joined by other Indigenous communities, this decades-long battle between the Agua Caliente community
continues at the level of the IACHR, as a 2011 Guatemalan Constitutional Court ruling in the community’s
favor remains unenforced (Taracena 2022). Customary norms for many Indigenous women also mean a reliance
on traditional authority structures that are male-dominated, with women excluded from community-level
decision-making. Tenure insecurity remains prevalent, and Indigenous populations continue to be overrepresented in the percentage of the landless population overall (Gould 2006; Ybarra 2008).

Sample Characteristics
The DHS survey data shows that women in Guatemala are far more likely to own a home than land: a
total of 7,980 women, or 30.81% own a home, while 3,884, or 15% own land. However, while they are almost
three times as likely to own a home jointly then they are alone, yet they are more likely to own land alone than
they are jointly. See Table 2, below, for more detail.
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With the exception of joint land ownership, where there is only a slight di erence between the two
countries, it is interesting to note that a greater percentage of women in Guatemala own property than women
in Colombia. Although an analysis of policy e ectiveness is outside the scope of this dissertation, it is worth
highlighting that the country (Colombia) with the more progressive policies does not also have the higher
percentage of women’s land ownership. This speaks to the complexity of the relationship between policy
enactment, implementation, and social norms—as well as the entrenched nature of women’s disadvantage in
asset ownership.
There are far more women in the sample that reside in rural areas, as re ected in the 58.54% of the
sample reside in rural areas. There are also 9,898 women in the sample that identify as Indigenous, which on
the Guatemala survey included several distinct categories, including Maya, Garifuna, and Xinca. At 38.2%,
Guatemala is the country with the largest percentage of Indigenous women in the sample across the three
cases.
This percentage is comparable to the results reported in the 2002 census, but low when compared to the
2018 census; however, these o cial statistics have been challenged on numerous fronts, including from
Indigenous rights organizations (IWGIA 2020). Some of these discrepancies may be due to the self-reporting
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nature of identity (both in terms of the census but also the DHS surveys). However, as the DHS sampling
strategy is derived from o cial statistics, it is important to highlight that the survey may have under-sampled
Indigenous women.

Honduras
Background
Honduras is one of the poorest countries in Latin America. Overall, land distribution is highly unequal,
with 15% of landowners owning 50% of arable land, and only 20% of arable land held in small allotments by
agricultural households (USAID 2017). While the majority of Honduran live in rural areas, it is also very
mountainous, and only a limited portion of the land is suitable for cultivation— making the inequality in
distribution of arable land especially stark. Much like in Colombia and Guatemala, land tenure insecurity
remains a signi cant source of con ict and poverty.
Despite having had equal rights to land under the law for decades, only a small percentage of women in
Honduras own land. The marital property regime delineated in 1984 initially allowed couples to decide whether
to combine assets acquired during the marriage or keep them separate, with the latter as the default. In the
early 1990s, joint titling legislation in Honduras shifted to allow for an optional joint titling for married
couples, although this required that the couples to make the request explicit. This policy was then revised in
2000 to mandatory joint titling for newly issued titled (Lastarria-Cornheil et al. 2003). While both men and
women have equal rights to inherit, the Civil Code in Honduras favors inheritance for children (not restricted
to gender), with a spouse inheriting only after parents and siblings. Unless the husband left a will, a wife is not
entitled to inherit a conjugal portion (Roquas 2002).
Although women’s right to property, including that obtained within a marriage, are legally recognized,
this is often not carried over into practice. Men continue to be privileged as head of household, the gendered
division of labor limits women’s ability to make agricultural decisions, and it is common for husbands to make
decisions about property— including land owned by their wives— without their wives knowledge or consent
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(Roquas 2002; Lastarria-Cornhiel et al. 2003). In other words, the gender-neutral nature of language in titling
legislation leaves space for implementation that upholds cultural norms that favor men as head of household.
Indigenous populations also face extreme discrimination, and their rights to both land and sub-surface
natural resources are under threat, including from government elites and powerful business interests (USAID
2015). These communities are diverse in culture and history, and it would be problematic to make
generalizations along those lines simply because they are Indigenous. Where Indigenous groups hold land
communally, however, they face a high level of tenure insecurity, which has led to direct expropriation from a
variety of sources. This insecurity stems from the lack of a clear title to communally-held land, and is
exacerbated by incomplete or absent cadastre (property records which indicate clear boundaries for land on a
map, as well as the value of the land itself). This created an avenue through which enterprising landless
farmers from outside the Indigenous communities, multinational corporations interested in mining resources,
and government agencies have been able to directly expropriate the land (USAID 2015), even when it is
occupied by the Indigenous community.22
While Honduras avoided much of the violence experienced by its neighbors in the twentieth century, it
was also forced to play host to outside forces, primarily from the United States, who used the country as a
training ground and springboard for clandestine operations, perhaps most notably in Guatemala and
Nicaragua. This has shifted in the twenty- rst century—the US-backed coup in 2011 which uprooted the
democratically-elected Zelaya presidency, and the political assassination of Indigenous leader Berta Cáceres in
2016 serve as two glaring examples. Both of these acts of violence also have rami cations for land ownership
and tenure security, particularly for women and Indigenous communities. Overthrowing the Zelaya
administration also overturned more progressive land reforms and policies intended to address gender inequality
(Mowforth 2014; Coles 2020), while Berta Cáceres was actively—and prominently—struggling for Indigenous
land rights against the Honduran government and multinational corporations. While clearly very di erent than
the legacy of violence in Colombia and in Guatemala, these events likely have an impact on land ownership in
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A number of Indigenous groups have united and are actively organized against these practices, although

prominent leaders face ongoing violence and intimidation (see, e.g., the assassination of Bertha Cáceres in
2016).
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Honduras, as well as the country’s high rate of poverty, all of which should be kept in mind when analyzing
ndings in the empirical chapters.

Sample Characteristics
The DHS survey data shows that women are far more likely to own a home than land: a total of 8,564
women, or 38% own a home, while 3,073, or 13.55% own land. However, much like in Guatemala, women are
are twice as likely to own a home jointly then they are alone. Joint ownership of land is far more prevalent
than sole ownership. See Table 3, below, for more detail. Interestingly, the sample of women from Honduras
report a comparatively high level of home ownership in comparison with home ownership in the rest of the
sample, while the percentage of land ownership is comparable to or lower than that observed in the other
countries.
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The women in the sample are also largely rural, with 58.06% residing in rural areas, a percentage
comparable to that observed in Guatemala. There are also 3,946 women in the sample that identify as
Indigenous, which on the Honduras survey included Lenca, Pech, Miskito, Tolupán, Chorti, Tawahka, Nahua,
and Garifuna. At 11%, this is the country with the smallest percentage of Indigenous women in the sample.
Unfortunately, given the limitations within the data, it is not possible to ascertain much about these
populations when disaggregated, in part because of the small size within the sample, but also because of the
lack of detailed information about property ownership. Having said that, it is possible to make a very general
distinction between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, and some of the discrimination that is faced
(or not faced) based on those general categories. Still, this serves as a good reminder that more plentiful,
detailed data about property ownership and Indigenous populations, would be valuable for future research.

Formal Titling and Tenure Security
The DHS sample includes ownership regardless of title, meaning that women may own the land, but it
may be a traditional form of ownership that does not include a title, the land may be titled o cially, or it may
be titled improperly. A lack of a title should not be construed with an illegitimate claim—a signi cant
percentage of land in many countries in Latin America remains untitled. For example, in Honduras, around
80% of privately-owned land is either untitled or improperly titled (USAID 2017). This is often particularly
true in rural areas— for example, in Colombia, 48% of rural land parcels are registered but not titled, while an
unknown number of parcels remain unregistered (USAID 2016). In 1998, the World Bank initiated a project to
title half the property in Guatemala by 2013. At the time, only 30% of the total property in the country was
titled, most of which was urban, as 95% of rural property was untitled (World Bank 2016).
There are many reasons for this, including poorly understood and implemented formalization policies, a
lack of capacity for registration and titling programs, as well as an absence of policies to account for di erent
types of land tenure. For example, Guatemala’s lack of procedures for the formal registration of communal land
made Indigenous communities particularly vulnerable to land grabs. Some communities have been able to
register communally-held land as a municipal property, whereas some converted communal land into individual
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privatized parcels (Lastarria-Cornheil 2004). Indigenous communities that are not formally registered face land
grabs from corporations and private individuals via the 1880 Law of Supplementary Titles, which grants titles
in disregard of customary law and Indigenous claims. Despite the suspension of this law during the Peace
Accords, 8,852 supplementary title claims were made between 2000 and 2003 alone (Amnesty 2006). This
pervasive informality in land ownership is a signi cant problem, for the state but more so for those living and
relying on the informally-held land. Unsurprisingly, tenure insecurity remains one of the biggest drivers of
poverty and con ict in the region.
It is important to understand this background when interpreting the DHS data. While a lack of title
does not imply illegitimate ownership, it does convey a lack of tenure security. Some of the relationships
observed here may be attenuated by this insecurity, and not knowing whether or not the property is formally
registered or titled is certainly a limitation of the DHS data. Having said that, this also provides an interesting
level of nuance to the data itself. Given the way the questions are asked, women who report that they own
property likely have a very strong reason for making this claim. Similarly, those who report that they own it
themselves or who report that they own it jointly with their husbands clearly have a reason for making this
distinction. While this may not tell us about the relationship between their property ownership and the state,
it certainly tells us something about the women’s perception of their property ownership. In the particular
context of Latin America, using women’s self-reported joint ownership also overrides some of the problems
identi ed in previous work (see e.g., Deere and León 2001b, c) where the legal documents record only the
husband as head of household, even when the wife is legally entitled to joint ownership per legislation.

Looking Across the Three Cases
There are many important similarities across the three countries in this study. For example, all have
highly unequal land distribution, and extreme tenure insecurity. They all also have explicitly written gender
equity into law, and all have embedded patriarchal norms that privilege men as head-of-household. The
percentage of women who own a home or land in the DHS data remains very low. Overall, women in Honduras
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own the highest percentile: 36.62% own a home, and 13.5% own land, which women in Colombia own the
lowest: 21.07% own a home, and 10.72% own land.
When it comes to home ownership, women across all three countries are much more likely to own a
home jointly than alone— in Guatemala, they are almost three times more likely; in Colombia and Honduras,
twice as likely. Women are also more likely to own a house than land overall. In Guatemala and Honduras,
women are more likely to own land alone than they are jointly; in Colombia, they are slightly more likely to
own land jointly than alone. However, the percentage of women who own land jointly is consistent across the
three countries— while the percentage of women who own land alone is a lower in Colombia than in the
Central American countries.
Importantly, ownership of housing has a very low correlation with ownership of land across the three
countries. This means that most women in the sample that own property own either land or a home, but not
both. One of the major limitations in the DHS data is that it doesn’t provide information on when or how
property was acquired. However, evidence from previous studies shows that most land is acquired through
inheritance, and that when a acquires an inheritance, this is often held in her name alone— even when it
controlled by her husband or her husband’s family (see e.g., Deere and León 2001; Lastarria-Cornhiel et al.
2003). Similarly, land titling legislation indicates that joint titling is often likely to be property acquired during
the marriage— it would be quite onerous for a couple to go and register property that one party owned
previously into both parties names, making this an unlikely scenario. So, while this should not be interpreted
de nitively, it is helpful to keep this contextual knowledge about what the di erent types of ownership are
likely to indicate about how the property and when the property was acquired when analyzing the relationship
between ownership and various empowerment outcomes in the upcoming chapters.
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CHAPTER 3: PROPERTY OWNERSHIP AND PARTICIPATION IN
HOUSEHOLD DECISION-MAKING

Introduction
The household is site of cooperation and contestation (Bernard et al. 2020). The bulk of daily and
family life takes place in the household, and the gendered interactions in the home, such as the division of
labor, both replicate and reinforce societal power structures. This is not a new idea— indeed, there is a long
tradition of history and political theory that has shed light on the idea of the household as a site of women’s
disadvantage. As Susan Okin (1989, 6) argued, the expectations of the gendered division of labor structures
behavior within the household such that they serve as the “linchpin” of all gender inequality in society.
As a society changes—through policy adaptations, development interventions, or broader norm shifts—
the household has the potential to be a site of transformation, but it can also remain a site of stubborn
recalcitrance. For example, Blumberg (1984, 48) argues that when women’s relative economic power increases,
so does their level of control over their own lives. Conceptualizing the (heteronormative) household as the
“most micro nesting level” of society, she suggests that economic power within the household not only increases
women’s ability to make decisions within the household, such as what groceries to purchase for the week, but
also to larger decisions regarding her fertility and sexuality.
Yet while this is not a universal nding, there are multiple examples from recent scholarship that nd
that when women’s relative worth increases, she can experience violent backlash from her husband (see e.g.,
Cools and Kotsadam 2017). More subtle outcomes have also been observed. For example, researchers working
over several decades in rural Bangladesh noted a shift in many social norms regarding women, as over time it
became increasingly acceptable for them to move more freely within their daily lives, as well as participate in
economic decisions at the household level. One older man interviewed about changes in his relationship with his
wife over the decades stated: “ ‘She does the book-keeping and she is good at it. She suggests ways that we can
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suggestions’ ” (Schuler, Islam, and Rottach 2010, 10).
This quote highlights both the complexity and importance of interactions at the household level,
particularly the stubborn nature of the gendered hierarchy. While it is clear that the man has come to
appreciate his wife’s contributions, and has a high opinion of her abilities, it is also clear that she is not seen as
an equal. Her opinions and work are taken into consideration, but he retains his place as head of household,
and continues to assume his absolute right as nal decision-maker. So where does women’s ownership of
housing and land t into this? When women own property, does this increase their economic power in the
household, and subsequently, increase their ability to make decisions about their daily lives? Or is this
relationship more complicated?

Women’s Decision-making in the Development Literature
The importance of the household has been explored in much of the literature on gender and
development, with an emphasis on women’s participation in decision-making. This has most frequently meant
nancial choices, which have been used as an indicator of women’s empowerment (see e.g., Kishor and Subaiya
2008; Jennings et al. 2014). In this literature, women’s household decision-making has been used extensively as
an explanatory variable, leading to arguments that when women have greater decision-making power, it leads
to better family and community outcomes, such as improved sanitation (Hirai, Graham, and Sandberg 2016;
Lee 2017); child health (Allendorf 2007; Du o 2003), dietary choices (Amugsi et al. 2016); maternal health
(Behrman 2017); and experiences of intimate partner violence (Agarwal 1997). Women’s decision-making has
also been explored as an outcome of interest in and of itself; this literature is often heavily focused on how
decision-making is conceptualized and measured, and whether or not it can be compared across di erent
contexts (see e.g., Malhotra et al. 2002; Bernard et al. 2020; Peterman and Seymour 2020).
Given the wide-ranging interest in the indicator, questions about household decision-making are now
frequently included as part of a dedicated module within large-N survey questionnaires, particularly those
interested in women’s empowerment. Indeed, the module in the DHS on women’s household decision-making
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keep our expenses down, and how we can best maintain our family. She always gives me good ideas and

was developed as part of a concerted e ort to include indicators that would show evidence of women’s
empowerment (Kishor and Subaiya 2008).
However, the speci c questions have changed over time in ways that better shape our understanding of
decision-making and empowerment. For example, the original set of questions included a focus on decisions
about food, with the expectation that this would be an area in which women across cultures would have
decision-making authority. Yet researchers found that there was no variation on this indicator, and
subsequently, no analytical value. Similarly, an initial question about daily purchases (which remained in the
standard DHS module for some time after the food question was removed) also revealed little variation across
countries. These ndings reveal some important: what’s empowering isn’t the participation in decisions (or at
least, not solely), but participation in speci c types of decisions. In most contexts, there is a certain category of
decisions—perhaps menial or mundane—that are considered to be “women’s work.” These types of decisions,
such as what to make for dinner, may be made by women, but in ways that do not connote power— for
example, when a woman makes a meal based on her husband’s preferences. Even if that is a strategic choice on
her part—say, she chooses to make something to please him so that he will be less likely to beat her—it is still
a choice that centers him and his preferences.
Recent scholarship has shifted to a focus not only on household nancial decisions (seen as more
important and more traditionally masculine) but also “life option” decisions, such as health and bodily
autonomy (see e.g., Bradshaw 2013; Behrman 2017). This naturally includes decisions about family planning
(from contraceptive use to abortion), which can be contentious, particularly in contexts where women’s worth
is inextricably linked with fertility. Yet it also includes non-reproductive healthcare decisions, including
allocation of family resources.23 Additional questions about visitation, such as those in the DHS, are often used
as a proxy measure of women’s freedom of movement—for example, if she is able to participate in decisions to
visit family or friends.

23

For example, whether (and how much) to spend on medicine or surgical interventions; expenses related to

travel to a hospital or specialist over a local, less skilled option. In heavily patriarchal societies it is not
uncommon for doctors to consult with a woman’s husband (either in addition to or rather than her) on
treatment options.
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Several small-n and single case studies have found evidence to suggest that women’s ownership of land is
empowering; these have been used as the basis of larger, and broadly persuasive, theoretical arguments. These
arguments have also been carried into the international development sphere, where they have served as the
foundation for a number of initiatives aimed at increasing women’s share of land holdings, explicitly as a
mechanism of empowerment.
Much of this literature is built on the idea that the mechanism through which land rights empower
women is the transference of greater bargaining power within the household (e.g., Agarwal 1994), typically
operationalized as participation in household decision-making (e.g., Deere and León 2001a). However, this
causal chain from land rights to decision-making has been extrapolated to a variety of di erent outcomes. For
example, research has found that land rights increase women’s decision-making power, leading to increased
expenditure on food, health care, and education of children (Agarwal 1994; Allendorf 2007; Doss 2013; Katz
and Chamorro 2002; Mishra and Sam 2016; Panda and Agarwal 2005), which subsequently improves the
welfare of women, children, and the household (Deere and Doss 2005; Fafchamps 2001; Menon et al. 2014).
Some scholars have argued that women’s increased decision-making expands agricultural productivity
(Goldstein and Udry 2008; Holden and Bezabih 2008) while others have found it boosts household income from
non-farm sources (Deere et al. 2003).
Although there are some similarities across studies, there have been distinct regional and subregional
ndings as well. For example, Akter et al. (2017) nd that structural elements within Southeast Asian farming
systems are distinct from those in Sub-Saharan African norms, which in uences both the regional norms in
women’s access to land and decision-making control over household income. Similarly, policy implementation
may have an initial in uence initially, but there is evidence that it may not counter existing norms in the long
term. Wiig (2013) nds that women in areas of Peru where PETT (Special Land Titling and Cadaster Project
—a joint property titling program) was implemented saw increased percentage of women’s participation in
household decision-making, with a stronger e ect in agricultural settings. However, this may be a one-
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generation nding, as inheritance norms within the country still favors sons, partners are not likely to be
included on the title deed, and these results are not likely to be generalizable to other contexts.

The Question of Endogeneity
As with any study of this nature, there are obvious endogeneity questions. Are women with greater
decision-making ability more likely to own property? Are there unaccounted for forces exerting in uence over
both property ownership and decision-making ability? Previous studies on women’s ownership of land and
decision-making have dealt with these concerns in di erent ways, from the theoretical to the statistical.
Theoretically, there are a number of arguments that support a potential causal direction leading from
women’s property ownership (most often land in particular) to an increase in women’s ability to participate in
household decisions. In the economics literature, theoretical frameworks to better understand mechanisms of
household bargaining24 (speci cally between a husband and a wife) stretch back to Manser and Brown (1980),
which argued that each party has a distinct utility function. Under this framework, any property or assets a
wife owned (whether sole or joint) becomes leverage which she can use to negotiate her preferences within the
marriage, using the threat of divorce (and subsequent removal of her assets) if her husband did not acquiesce.
Later theoretical models built upon this framework, such as Lundberg and Pollak (1993), who argued that
wives with assets used a threat of noncooperation (i.e., not sharing resources), rather than divorce. Bina
Agarwal’s well-known work draws from these earlier frameworks, such as her 1994 argument that women’s land
ownership is a crucial condition of women’s increased household bargaining power. Agarwal (1997) further
develops this argument by detailing the ways in which not owning land—as continues to be the case for the
majority of women—leads to vulnerability and a decreased ability to bargain within a marriage. Haddad et al.
(1997) additionally nd evidence of a gendered di erence in spending preferences, which can create con ict, as
these di erences in preferences shed light on decision-making power.

24

These intra-household bargaining models are a marked departure from previous understandings of the

household as a unitary actor, which had been prevalent in the economics literature previously.
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several clear causal arguments. For example, Mishra and Sam (2016) nd that an increase in women’s land
ownership in Nepal increased women’s household decision-making in health care and household purchases.
Wiig’s (2013) exogenous natural experiment of the Special Land Titling and Cadaster Project (PETT) in Peru
nds a signi cant and positive increase in women’s decision-making power. Similar causal ndings have been
obtained for Vietnam (Menon et al. 2014), India (Mookerjee 2017) and Kenya (Harari 2018). Interestingly,
studies that have included complex modeling techniques to account for potential endogeneity, such as Mishra
and Sam’s (2016) longitudinal analysis, has similar ndings across adjusted and non-adjusted models.

Questions and Analysis
This analysis examines the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and their
ability to participate in three dimensions of household decision-making: large household purchases, her own
healthcare, and family visitation. Because the data used in this analysis is cross-sectional, I do not make a
causal argument, but instead focus on whether a relationship exists, and if so, what it might indicate.
Unpacking these dynamics provides an important foundation for future research.
I argue that the ability to participate in household decisions is the vehicle through which women secure
access to (current and future) material, social, and human resources within the family unit. As such, I
operationalize resource choices as decision-making, measured as women’s participation in household decisions
regarding large purchases, own healthcare choices, and family visitation. Including types of decision-making
that are both economic and non-economic strengthens this measure, as it provides a gauge of household
decision-making power that is not directly tied to income level. Including the ability to make reproductive
healthcare choices is particularly important as there are very few decisions that are more heavily critiqued and
controlled across the world than women’s bodily autonomy, and subsequent control over health and
reproduction. Decisions on visitation provide an additional measure of women’s ability to make choices that
impact her everyday life, in this case providing insight on freedom of movement via on her ability to socialize
and interact with family and community.
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More recent scholarship has continued to make strong arguments for a similar direction, including

Broadly speaking, the analysis is broken down into three sections. The rst considers women’s ownership
of land and women’s ownership of housing, and how these types of ownership relate to participation in
household decision-making. The second takes this comparison a step further, examining how types of ownership
— sole versus joint—relate to decision-making ability. Finally, I examine two conditions under which property
ownership may function di erently— Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, and rural versus urban areas. All
three of these categories are presented in the context of relevant existing literature, highlighting where ndings
and hypotheses are inconsistent, and where the current analysis can contribute to our broader understanding.

Land ownership versus housing ownership
Is there a di erence between the relationship between home ownership and women’s participation in
decision-making and that of land ownership? Previous literature has also focused either exclusively on the
relationship between land ownership and women’s decision-making (e.g., Behrman 2017) or has collapsed home
and land ownership into one “asset ownership” variable (e.g., Peterman et al. 2019). Some of the theoretical
reasoning for this has been due to a focus on rural women, and related assumptions that land will be a more
valuable asset in that context. However, this is not something that has been explored in depth in the literature.
One clear advantage to the DHS literature is that it allows us to compare women’s land ownership and housing
ownership and decision-making ability in the same sample. Land ownership and home ownership are not highly
correlated in any of the countries within this study, so we can include both types of ownership within the same
model. Interestingly, women in all three countries are signi cantly more likely to own a house than they are to
own land.

Sole versus joint ownership
Some studies have found that women’s joint ownership of land has a negative association with
empowerment outcomes (e.g., Behrman 2017), and have hypothesized that this could be an indicator of a
backlash e ect. Yet scholars have also found that when women’s status is greater than their partner’s, the
subsequent imbalance can also trigger a backlash (Atkinson et al. 2005; Cools and Kotsadam 2017). Still others
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building on literature that nds that joint ownership may not indicate joint control (e.g., Flora 2001). These
ndings would lead us to expect that when women own property alone, they may be more likely to experience
positive empowerment outcomes, but they may also experience backlash e ect. Similarly, previous scholarship
would lead us to expect either that joint ownership may not be su cient to produce empowerment outcomes,
or it may increase women’s negotiating or bargaining power, thus increasing their relative power within the
household. Given these divergent ndings, it becomes even more relevant to examine these relationships across
di erent empowerment outcomes, as this may reveal important information about both the types of ownership
and the empowerment outcomes themselves. For example, there may be a higher “bar” for some empowerment
outcomes than others, particularly when the outcome in question presents a greater challenge to establish
norms of masculinity, gender roles, and the traditional balance of power within the household.

Indigeneity and rurality
Finally, there are a number of conditions under which women’s ownership of property may be shaped
di erentially. Numerous studies have focused on rural women in particular— in part because they are more
likely to be disadvantaged in multiple ways…but also because the of the prevalence of theories hypothesizing
that land rights (and subsequently, ownership) is important for rural women in particular. This includes a large
contribution from studies focused on SubSaharan Africa (e.g., Anderson, Reynolds, and Gugerty 2017; Doss,
Meinzen-Dick, and Bomuhagi 2014; Peterman 2011; Tsikata and Yaro 2014) and Asia (Kabeer 2011; Wood et
al. 2018). There are also several important studies that focus on rural women across Latin America (e.g., Bose
2017; Kay, Vergara-Camus, and Deere 2012), as well as single-case studies in Peru (Wiig 2013) and Nicaragua
(Bradshaw 2013). Many of these studies highlight the importance of land to rural women, which would suggest
that land ownership may have a particular in uence on participation in decision-making for rural women.
In the context of Latin America, Indigeneity has been identi ed as an important factor in understanding
women’s empowerment in general. Evidence further suggests that Indigeneity is particularly relevant for
ownership of property, especially ownership of land, as experiences and understandings of ownership function
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have argued that women’s sole ownership of land is more likely to be empowering (e.g., Deere and Doss 2005),

di erently for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. Relevant scholarship includes important case studies in
Ecuador (Radcli e 2014) and Guatemala (Briggs, Stedman, and Krasny 2019), as well as comparative studies
across the region (e.g., Bose 2017; Deere and León 2001). The inclusion of data on Indigeneity in the DHS
data, even if it is available comparatively only as a dichotomous indicator, provides an important opportunity
to examine this relationship in more detail.

Methods and Data
Data
The data used for this study comes from DHS questionnaires in Colombia (2015-16), Guatemala (2015),
and Honduras (2012), all of which enlisted a randomly selected representative sample. Information on the
indicators of women’s property ownership is provided in detail in Chapter Two. The module on women’s
participation in household decision-making is focused on married or partnered women of reproductive age
(de ned here as 15-49). Although there are some small variations between countries and individual surveys, the
same sampling strategy is used, a two-stage cluster procedure, which covers 100% of the target population incountry, coupled with a multi-level strati cation technique. This ensures a representative sample of the target
population, and reduces sampling errors, but also requires the use of provided sampling weights at both the
household and individual level. For this analysis, all models are weighted using the women’s individual
sampling weight provided by the DHS.

Decision-making indicators
The DHS questionnaire’s decision-making module asks currently married or partnered women age 15-49
which person usually makes decisions about: (1) the women’s own health care; (2) large household purchases;
and (3) household visits to family or relatives. Initially, these questions were asked of both married and
unmarried women, but since 2004, they have been asked only of currently married or partnered women.
Previous questions have also been dropped, including a question about daily purchases, which was removed in
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2014. Women’s responses to these questions are grouped into the following categories: (1) the respondent alone;
(2) the respondent and her husband or partner; (3) the husband or partner; (4) someone else; and (5) other.
Previously, a common practice has been to interpret these responses linearly, measuring more or less
empowerment along discrete categories, with “respondent alone” being considered the most empowered
category. However, this has been increasingly criticized for a number of reasons, particularly in a comparative
context (see e.g., Peterman et al. 2015; Seymour and Peterman 2018; Bernard et al. 2020). Peterman and
Seymour (2018) argue that small changes in how questions were asked created variation women’s answers on
decision-making variables in their comparative analysis of Ghana and Bangladesh — speci cally di erences in
understanding over joint versus autonomous decision-making. These di erences may be tied to how the women
connect their decision-making ability to their personal level of autonomy; the authors nd evidence of
contextual di erences in women’s interpretations of decision-making that urge caution in the linear use of this
indicator. Bernard et al. (2020) similarly argue that is di cult to parse out levels of empowerment from joint
versus sole decision-making, as it does not account for di erences in preferences and ability.
Given this, I follow Seymour and Peterman’s (2018) in recoding the responses into a dichotomous
variable, such that women either have some level of participation in household decision-making (categories 1
and 2), or none (categories 3 and 4). Anything else (including both the “other” category and any missing
values) was not included in the analysis. Theoretically, this means that I am conceptualizing women who have
some ability to participate in household decision-making as being more empowered than women who report
that they have no ability to participate. Methodologically, this means that my dependent variables for this
chapter are dichotomous, so I conduct a logistic regression analysis of the relationship between women’s
ownership of property and their ability to participate in household decision-making.

Indicator and control variables
Across the three countries in this analysis, the DHS questionnaire records women’s ownership
categorically, recording both women aged 15-49 a house (alone, jointly with their husband/partner, do not own
a house) and the number of women age 15-49 who own land (alone, jointly, do not own land). I include women
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who own each type of property, alone or jointly, as separate indicators, with women who do not own property
as the reference category.25 I also include several important covariates and control variables. Following Kabeer
(1999) and Allendorf (2007), I control for the women’s level of education, which is an ordinal variable that
includes six categories: no education; incomplete primary; complete primary; incomplete secondary; complete
secondary; and higher. I also control for age (Behrman 2017), Indigeneity,26 and rural/urban (Kabeer 1999;
Kishor and Gupta 2004; Trommleroua et al. 2015). I also follow Rutstein and Johnson (2004) in constructing a
wealth index27 based on household assets, rather than income, which the DHS does not record. Finally, I
include an index recording women’s attitudes about the acceptability of physical violence.28

Limitations
This analysis is limited in important ways by the parameters of the available data— including ways
which limit the ability to tease out some of potential endogeneity concerns. For example, the data do not

25

While there is an additional category capturing women who own property both alone and jointly, it is

excluded from this analysis, as it does not exist consistently across all three countries and categories (i.e., it
exists in Colombia, exists only for land in Honduras, and does not exist at all in Guatemala). In addition to the
inconsistency in where this category exists, the lack of information about how and when property is acquired,
as well as what it is used for and and what it is worth, makes the “alone and joint” category particularly
di cult to interpret. Unpacking and examining this category would make an interesting contribution in future
research, even if it is outside the scope of the current analysis.
26

This is recoded into a dichotomous variable for each country; unfortunately the DHS does not ask this

question consistently across all countries. For example, in Colombia, the DHS data only includes “Indigenous”
as a category with a broader ethnicity variable, but does not disaggregate further. However, in Honduras, the
data records speci c groups rather than one catch-all category.
27

The wealth index is constructed using data from the DHS’ Household Questionnaire, and includes

information about a range of assets, including the ownership of consumer goods such as a television; source of
drinking water; and access to improved sanitation. Each asset is assigned a weight through a principal
component analysis, standardized relative to a normal distribution with a mean of zero and a standard
deviation of one, and ultimately broken into a quintile from lowest to highest. Given the speci cs of the
analysis at hand, some assets that would typically be included in similar wealth indices, such as home
ownership, were excluded.
28

This index is derived from a series of ve questions posed to the individual woman respondent, asking

whether she felt it was acceptable for a husband to beat his wife if she: neglected the children; burnt the food;
argued with him; refused to have sex; or went out without asking permission.
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contain information on when or how property was acquired. This makes it impossible to know if a woman who
owns property came into the marriage with said property, or if it was obtained during the marriage. Similarly,
there is no way of knowing if the property was acquired on the open market or via inheritance. Crucially, this
study uses cross-sectional data, and does not attempt to make a causal argument. Rather, it focuses on what
relationship, if any, exists between women’s level of ownership of land and their ability to participate in
household decision-making.

Sample Characteristics: Women’s Participation in Household Decision-making
There are some important di erences in women’s participation in household decision-making across the
three countries. There is notable variation in the percentage of women who report they can participate in
decisions about large purchases, ranging from a low of 59.87% in Colombia to a high of 82.54% in Guatemala.
When it comes to decisions about women’s health care, however, Guatemala represents the low end of the
range of the percentage of women with decision-making ability at 75.27%, with Honduras at the high end at
80.88%. For decisions about family visitation—an indicator which measures women’s ability to make decisions
that re ect a freedom of movement—Honduras is again at the high end of the range at 89.15%, and Colombia
is at the low end, at 75.17%. For more detail on the descriptive variation in women’s participation in decisionmaking across the three cases, see Table 1, below.
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Interestingly, some of the variation does not track with di erences in national policies which may
in uence women’s ability to make decisions. For example, while women’s healthcare decisions encompass more
than fertility, the bulk of this indicator is still comprised of decisions about reproductive healthcare. However,
of the three countries in the study, nationwide restrictions on abortion do not directly match the range in
variation seen here. For example, the most restrictive abortion policies exist in Honduras, where abortion is
unilaterally banned. Indeed, even in the present-day context, in which many countries in the region are relaxing
abortion restrictions, Honduras has reinforced its anti-abortion commitment, as it recently passed a
constitutional amendment that is designed to block any liberalization attempts, including for victims of rape
(McDonnell and Linthicom 2021).
Yet women in Honduras report a high level of participation in decisions about their own healthcare. On
the other hand, in Colombia, where women report the lowest level of healthcare participation, abortion has
recently been decriminalized up to 24 weeks (Corte Constitucional de Colombia 2021). Prior to this, including
at the time when the survey was administered, Colombia’s abortion policy relied on a 2006 ruling which
allowed for abortion when the life of the mother was at stake, if a physician declared the fetus to be unviable,
or in cases of incest and rape—making Colombia’s policy far more permissive than Honduras’ even prior to the
2021 ruling. Policies about abortion in Guatemala continue to rely on provisions from 1973, which require
prison time for both the woman and the provider (of varying lengths, depending on the circumstances) with
the exception of therapeutic abortion, wherein multiple doctors have determined that the procedure is
necessary to save the life of the mother (Código Penal, Dec. No. 17-73, Art. 133-140).

Results
Primary analysis
Findings from the primary analysis are clear and consistent, with numerous signi cant and positive
relationships across all three countries and decision-making categories, as well as di erent types of property and
ownership. This indicates that when women own property, they are more likely to report that they are able to
participate in household decision-making.
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These results are especially strong for women who own a home. In Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras,
women who own a home alone are signi cantly more likely to participate in decisions about large purchases
and decisions about family visitation, while the same can be said for decisions about women’s healthcare in
Colombia and Guatemala29. Similarly, women who own a home jointly with their husbands are signi cantly
more likely to be able to participate in decisions about family visitation in all three countries; in decisions
about large purchases in Colombia and Guatemala; and in decisions about their own healthcare in Honduras.
For women who own land, while there were no signi cant relationships observed for owning land alone,
owning land jointly was signi cant and positive for women in Colombia and Honduras’ ability to participate in
decisions about large purchases. For more detail, see Tables 2-4, below.

29

The relationship between sole home ownership and decisions about healthcare is signi cant at p < 0.1 in

Honduras.
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Overall, owning a home—whether alone or jointly— was predominantly associated with women’s
increased ability to participate in decisions about large purchases and family visitation, and often associated
with an increased ability to participate in decisions about women’s healthcare. Joint land ownership was
signi cantly and positively associated with women’s ability to participate in decisions about large purchases in
Colombia and Honduras, but otherwise, land ownership had no signi cant relationship with decision-making
ability.

Secondary Analysis: Interaction E ects
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women
The secondary analysis highlighted a number of signi cant interaction e ects for Indigenous women
versus non-Indigenous women. For example, in Guatemala, there was a signi cant and positive e ect for
Indigenous women who own a home jointly and participation in decisions about large purchases. There was also
a signi cant and positive e ect for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous women who own a home jointly and
decisions about family visitation. For a descriptive representation of which interaction e ects were signi cant,
see Table 5, below. The interaction graphs are for all of the signi cant relationships reported below are
available in Appendix A; see Figures 1-8.
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In Colombia, there were signi cant and positive e ects for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous women
who own a home alone on decisions about large purchases, as well as on decisions about family visitation.
There were also signi cant, positive e ects for non-Indigenous women who own a home alone on decisions
about health care. There were signi cant and positive e ects for non-Indigenous women who own a home
jointly on both decisions about large purchases and on decisions about family visitation. Finally, there were
signi cant and positive e ects for non-Indigenous women who own land jointly on decisions over large
purchases.
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Altogether, this indicates that although home ownership was more universally associated with a
signi cant boost to women’s decision-making ability, there are important di erences in e ects for Indigenous
versus non-Indigenous women based on type of ownership. These di erences may also be very context-speci c,
as Indigenous communities in each country have di ering traditions surrounding property ownership. Joint
ownership, for example, clearly works very di erently for non-Indigenous women than it does for Indigenous
women in Colombia, but there is no evidence of a di erence in Honduras, and only a slight di erence in
Guatemala. A deeper analysis of the di erences in these communities is outside the scope of this analysis, in
part because the data on Indigeneity is not detailed enough for a more in-depth comparative analysis. However,
this nding is important, and indicates a clear path for future research.

Rural versus Urban
The secondary analysis also presented a series of important interaction e ects for rural versus urban
women. In Guatemala, for example, there was a signi cant, positive e ect for rural women who own a home
jointly on participation in decisions about large purchases. In Colombia, there were signi ant, positive e ects
for rural and urban women who own a home alone on decision-making about decisions on large purchases,
women’s healthcare, and family visitation. For women who own a home jointly, however, the only signi cant
e ect was for urban women and decisions over family visitation, which was also positive. Finally, there was also
a signi cant and positive e ect for rural women who own land jointly and decision-making over large
purchases. For a descriptive representation of which interaction e ects were signi cant, see Table 6, below.
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Overall, this demonstrates that there are important di erences in Colombia between women’s ownership
in urban and rural contexts particularly when women own a home alone, and to a lesser extent when they own
a home or land jointly. However, in Guatemala, the only observed e ect is for rural women who own a home
jointly and decisions about large purchases, and there is again no signi cant e ect for women in Honduras. The
interaction graphs for the signi cant ndings presented above are available in Appendix A; see Figures 9-14.
Some of these ndings may be due to di erences in population distribution, as both Guatemala and
Honduras have a higher rural concentration, whereas the population in Colombia is signi cantly more urban. It
is also important to unpack some of the di erences in rural and urban spaces in regard to how the property is
(or can be) used. For example, are rural women who own land jointly less likely to report that they have a say
in decisions about large purchases when the land is uncultivated? What about urban homes that are used to
generate income, such as by renting out a room? If a woman owns such a property alone, does this income
stream create tension in the marriage? Although controlling for income, as was done in this analysis, captures a
component of this (i.e., variation in relative wealth), a more granular understanding of how property is used
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making.

Conclusion
This analysis has provided a number of important insights that can be used to develop a more nuanced
understanding of the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and their ability to
participate in household decision-making.
One of the clearest contributions to the existing literature is the ndings about home ownership.
Overall, owning a home—whether alone or jointly— was predominantly associated with women’s increased
ability to participate in household decision-making. This relationship was especially clear in regards to
decisions about large purchases and family visitation, and often associated with an increased ability to
participate in decisions about women’s healthcare. Taken together, these ndings indicate that when women
own a home, whether alone or jointly with their husband, they are more able to participate in decision-making.
Theoretically, this could be extrapolated to mean that women homeowners have more negotiating power within
their partnerships—which is an empowerment indicator in and of itself, but may also have implications for
other aspects of their daily lives.
When it comes to women’s ownership of land, the results are less consistent. Joint land ownership was
signi cantly and positively associated with women’s ability to participate in decisions about large purchases in
Colombia and Honduras, but otherwise, land ownership had no signi cant relationship with decision-making
ability. Taken in combination with the ndings about home ownership, it becomes possible to draw several
important, if provisional, conclusions. First, there are clear di erences between women’s property ownership
and participation across the three types of decisions. It is clear that there is a strong relationship between
women’s property ownership and decisions about large purchases— although it is not clear if participation in
decisions about large purchases may be more accessible for women that own property speci cally because it is a
nancial decision that more directly correlates to asset ownership. However, the strong observed relationship
between women’s home ownership and decisions about family visitation lends support to the idea that women’s
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would undoubtedly be an important contribution in better understanding how ownership relates to decision-

ownership has the potential to empower women outside of nancial decisions. This is also supported, albeit to a
lesser extent, by the weaker but still present ndings between women’s home ownership and participation in
decisions about healthcare. Indeed, the lack of any “backlash” ndings here, in particular for healthcare
decisions, is notable, as it runs counter to previous ndings (e.g., Behrman 2017).
Finally, there is some evidence of a particular importance of property ownership for rural women and
their ability to participate in decision-making, but it is not restricted to land ownership, nor is it important in
all three countries. In Colombia, home ownership was also clearly important for urban women. Due to the
limitations of the data, it is di cult to extrapolate much more from these ndings, but it is clear that this is an
area where future work would be fruitful. Similarly, there is a clear di erence in the e ect of property
ownership and a relationship with participation in household decision-making for Indigenous versus nonIndigenous women in Colombia and Guatemala. Again, given the limitations of the data, further conclusions
are outside of the scope of this study. What these ndings do make clear, however, is that the e ect of property
ownership is often di erent for rural women as well as for Indigenous women. Moreover, these ndings can be
used to inform future work examining potential causal mechanisms between women’s property ownership and
participation in household decision-making.
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CHAPTER 4: PROPERTY OWNERSHIP AND EXPERIENCES OF INTIMATE
PARTNER VIOLENCE

Introduction
Violence against women (VAW) is a social and public health concern that impacts society on multiple
levels. According to the United Nations, VAW includes “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is
likely to result in, physical, sexual, or mental harm or su ering to women, including threats of such acts,
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life” (UN 1993). One of
the most widespread forms of VAW is intimate partner violence (IPV), which includes physical, sexual, and
emotional manifestations of violence. Global analyses conducted by the World Health Organization nd that
IPV occurs “in all settings and among all socioeconomic, religious and cultural groups,” and is overwhelmingly
directed at women (Garcia-Moreno, Guedes, and Knerr 2012).
Intimate partner violence has serious consequences for the women who experience it. In addition to the
physical harm cause by the violence itself, women exposed to IPV are more likely to experience depression and
contract sexually transmitted infections including HIV/AIDS. Pregnant women who experience IPV are more
likely to give birth to a low-birth-weight baby. According to the WHO’s latest estimates, thirty-eight percent of
femicides globally are committed by women’s intimate partners (WHO 2021). While there are factors that may
in uence the risk of intimate partner violence, IPV remains an endemic concern, and is experienced by women
across the globe.
One of the largest contributions to the literature on the importance of women’s access to land—and a
substantial portion of the reasoning for the push to reform land rights legislation in the international
development sector— has been the theorized connection between women’s land ownership and her experience of
violence. This theory stems from the idea that land ownership increases women’s ability to bargain or negotiate
within the household, while also providing her with an “out” if and when violence becomes a problem in her
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marriage. However, there is much we do not yet know about this relationship—indeed, it is not yet clear if
there is a potential relationship. What relationship does women’s ownership of property have with their
experiences of violence? Are women property holders are more able to exit from violent partnerships? Does this
vary based on the type of property owned, or in how the property is held? Or across types of violence? What
does this relationship look like across di erent contexts and conditions?

Previous Findings: Economic Empowerment and Violence
As a well-studied area, there is a wealth of information about VAW and IPV across a variety of
scenarios; as an extremely complicated and context-speci c issue, there are also a lot of competing theories and
contradictory ndings. The relationship between women’s employment and her experiences of violence is a good
example of a place where there are di erent theories and ndings— in large part because of how the
relationship is conceptualized and measured. For instance, some of the earlier literature based in North
America argued that when women are employed, they are at a lower risk of violence because they are less
dependent on their partner nancially (Kalmuss and Straus 1990; Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz 1980; Strube
and Barbour 1983). Yet others argued that working outside the home increased women’s risk of violence due to
their partner’s need to reassert their power, which they can no longer do through economic means (Allen and
Straus 1980; Goode 1971).
More recent work has expanded this literature in interesting ways, although there continue to be
important divergences in theoretical approaches and ndings. For example, Villarreal’s (2007) study in Mexico
convincingly argues that both women’s employment and experiences of violence are driven by a third factor,
opening the door for a complete reconceptualization of the relationship. Other studies comparing multiple, nonWestern countries found that income generated from women’s employment outside of the home can reduce IPV
(Abramsky et al. 2011; Hindin, Kishor, and Ansara 2008), but that this can also increase the risk of IPV via a
backlash e ect, especially in cases where abuse is more socially acceptable (Cools and Kotsadam 2017), or
where women’s employment is a response to their husband’s job loss (Krishnan et al. 2010). A longitudinal
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study by Raj et al. (2018) found both women’s income generation and control over those earnings had no
impact on her experiences of IPV, while inclusion in decision-making over her partner’s income did.
A related section of the literature examines a bundle of economic empowerment that incorporates more
than just whether or not the women is employed. For example, Stöckl et al. (2021) examine the in uence of
economic empowerment on the prevalence of physical and sexual IPV in Sub-Saharan Africa, including
indicators such as household income, education, decision-making regarding women’s income, and employment,
they nd that when overall education and income is higher, IPV decreases, except for when women’s income is
higher than her husband’s, in which case IPV increases. This is consistent with similar examinations, such as
Cools and Kotsadam (2017). Overall, these ndings indicate that household resources have a complicated
relationship with intimate partner violence.

Land Rights as Protection from Abuse
One of the primary drivers that scholars have theorized for the causal mechanism between women’s
property ownership and empowerment outcomes is increased bargaining power within the household (Deere and
León 2001a). From this, several scholars have argued that increased household bargaining power has the
potential to make women less vulnerable in their relationships with men, which may decrease experiences of
intimate partner violence (see e.g., Agarwal 1994). Indeed, it is this line of reasoning that has been used at the
international level to encourage a push for increasing women’s land rights,
Early qualitative case studies in Latin America found that women landowners have greater bargaining
power within marriages, greater participation in household decision-making, and greater security in old age due
to the bargaining power that landholdings give them over their children (see e.g., Deere and León 2001a),
though these ndings have not been replicated more broadly. This has been extended to posit that women
property holders are less likely to su er domestic violence by providing women with a voice in resource
allocation decision-making (Lastarria-Cornhiel 2006). Women have also been found to be more likely to
experience abuse when property ownership is dominated by men, as gender roles and power imbalances are
reinforced (Deere and León 2001a).
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complicated causal story— something that is easily illustrated in the qualitative single-case studies. For
example, Friedemann-Sánchez’s (2006) ethnographic work in Colombia nds that wage earnings and social
capital likely play a signi cant role, even when housing and land ownership are important. In their analysis of a
recent development intervention in Ghana, Bessa, Mes n, and Tobbin Osei (2021) nd that newly-landed
women cocoa farmers faced an increase in intimate partner violence. This included observed instances of
physical, verbal, emotional, and economic forms of violence, some of which was directly attributed to the time
cost of the woman’s farming duties— for example, if she did not cook or was late cooking dinner after a long
day farming. The authors reported that these instances went un-reported despite legislation that criminalizes
these forms of violence in Ghana, which they ascribed to community acceptance, lack of knowledge of the
legislation, and the women’s lack of resources.
This last nding is particularly intriguing in light of the recent work from Htun and Jensenius (2022),
which explores the expressive power of anti-violence legislation in Mexico, speci cally the General Law
Guaranteeing Women a Life Free From Violence, which was passed in 2007. Htun and Jensenius argue that
even when anti-VAW legislation is not strongly enforced, it can still have a positive impact on society. They
nd that in the time since the legislation was passed, there was a shift in attitudes about the acceptability of
violence, women’s knowledge of their rights increased, and their experiences of violence decreased. In contrast,
similar legislation was passed in Ghana— the Domestic Violence Act—in 2007 as well.30 While such an analysis
is beyond the scope of the current study, future work would bene t from a more detailed exploration of Bessa,
Mes n, and Tobbin Osei (2021) in light of Htun and Jensenius (2022). If the Ghana case study ndings
regarding attitudes about violence and knowledge of legislation extend beyond the cocoa farmers, it would be
interesting to unpack the di erences between the two countries.
Quantitative work comparing multiple countries also shows complex ndings. Cools and Kotsadam’s
(2017) cross-national study in SubSaharan Africa nds that more resources do not protect women from abuse,
and that working outside of the home may increase abuse in some cases. Peterman et al. (2017) found mixed
30

For a fuller account of this legislation in Ghana, including an analysis of the di culties of passing and

implementing the legislation, see Morris (2012).
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However, the relationship between property ownership and intimate partner violence is likely to be a

results: property ownership had a positive in uence on intimate partner violence in Egypt, Jordan, Mali, Nepal,
and Burkina Faso, a negative association in Honduras, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Pakistan, and
no relationship in the global study’s remaining 20 countries. These con icting results suggest that factors at the
country or regional level may mediate the relationship.

Questions and Analysis
This analysis examines the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and experiences
of three types of intimate partner violence: physical, emotional, and sexual. Because the data used in this
analysis is cross-sectional, I do not make a causal argument, but instead focus on whether a relationship exists,
and if so, what it might indicate. Unpacking these dynamics provides an important foundation for future
research.
In the literature on women’s ownership of land and experiences of violence, results on the signi cance
and direction of any relationship have been mixed. I argue that some of the disagreement in previous studies
may be resolved by looking at both the di erences in types of property (i.e., land and housing) and types of
ownership (i.e., sole and joint). Since neither ownership of land and ownership housing nor sole ownership and
joint ownership are highly correlated across the three countries, it should be possible to observe any di erence
in relationship between the disaggregated property ownership indicators and experiences of IPV. If there is a
clear di erence, this may account for some of the mixed results found in previous studies of asset ownership
and IPV, including those that use the DHS data and collapse both types of ownership into one category of
“asset ownership” (e.g., Peterman et al. 2017).
Broadly speaking, the analysis is broken down into three sections. The rst considers women’s ownership
of land and women’s ownership of housing, and how these types of ownership relate to women’s experiences of
physical, emotional, and sexual intimate partner violence. The second takes this comparison a step further,
examining how types of ownership— sole versus joint—relate to women’s experiences of violence. Finally, I
examine two conditions under which property ownership may function di erently within this relationship—
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, and rural versus urban areas. All three of these categories are presented
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in the context of relevant existing literature, highlighting where ndings and hypotheses are inconsistent, and
where the current analysis can contribute to our broader understanding.

Land ownership versus housing ownership
Is there a di erence between the relationship between home ownership and women’s experiences of
violence and that of land ownership? Previous literature has focused either exclusively on the relationship
between land ownership and women’s experiences of violence (e.g., Agarwal 2007) or has collapsed home and
land ownership into one “asset ownership” variable (e.g., Peterman et al. 2019) or bundle of resources (e.g.,
Cools and Kotsadam 2017). One clear advantage to the DHS literature is that it allows us to compare women’s
land ownership and housing ownership and experiences of violence in the same sample. Land ownership and
home ownership are not highly correlated in any of the countries within this study, so we can include both
types of ownership within the same model. Similarities across the three cases—such as a greater prevalence of
women’s home ownership as opposed to land highlights another advantage to the DHS— the ability to compare
across the within-region cases.

Sole versus joint ownership
Some studies have found that women’s joint ownership of land has a negative association with
empowerment outcomes (e.g., Behrman 2017), and have hypothesized that this could be an indicator of a
backlash e ect. Yet scholars have also found that when women’s status is greater than their partner’s, the
subsequent imbalance can also trigger a backlash (Atkinson et al. 2005; Cools and Kotsadam 2017). Still others
have argued that women’s sole ownership of land is more likely to be empowering (e.g., Deere and Doss 2005),
building on literature that nds that joint ownership may not indicate joint control (e.g., Flora 2001). While
some of these ndings would lead us to expect that when women own property alone, they may be less likely to
experience violence, many studies also highlight the potential for a backlash e ect. Yet while previous
scholarship also supports the idea that that joint ownership may be insu cient to reduce violence, it may also
increase women’s negotiating or bargaining power, as the joint ownership increases women’s value in the
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household. Of course, this would require women’s joint property ownership to have su cient weight, so in
contexts where men are regularly able to exert complete control over their wives’ assets, joint ownership may
have little to no empowerment e ect.

Indigeneity and rurality
Finally, there are a number of conditions under which women’s ownership of property may be shaped
di erentially. Several important studies have focused on rural women, empowerment, and intimate partner
violence globally (Heise and Kotsadam 2018; Karim and Swahnberg 2021; Koenig et al. 2003; Raj et al. 2018)
as well as a number in Latin America, including Ecuador (Friederic 2014) and Colombia (Friedemann-Sanchez
2006). Many of these studies highlight the importance of land to rural women, which would suggest that land
ownership may have a particular in uence on participation in decision-making for rural women.
Indigeneity has been identi ed as an important factor in understanding women’s empowerment in Latin
America. Evidence further suggests that Indigeneity is particularly relevant for ownership of property,
especially ownership of land, as experiences and understandings of ownership function di erently for Indigenous
and non-Indigenous women. Relevant scholarship includes important case studies in Ecuador (Radcli e 2014)
and Guatemala (Briggs, Stedman, and Krasny 2019), as well as comparative studies across the region (e.g.,
Bose 2017; Deere and León 2001). The inclusion of data on Indigeneity in the DHS data, even if it is available
comparatively only as a dichotomous indicator, provides an important opportunity to examine this relationship
in more detail.

Methods and Data
Data
The data used here come from the DHS module on domestic violence, which is an optional section, the
origin of which is rooted in the WHO’s 2001 guidelines on “Putting Women First: Ethical and Safety
Recommendations for Research on Domestic Violence against Women.” As such, it is only administered in
countries where survey administrators have assessed that at least a base level of safety can be assumed for
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respondents. In countries where this is not the case, the module is either modi ed or eliminated completely. For
the countries in this analysis, the full module was employed in Guatemala and Honduras, whereas a modi ed
version was used in Colombia. From the women who participated in the broader DHS survey, only a subset of
women, aged 15-49, are selected for the module. Of the women who are selected for this series of questions,
only those who are able to be interviewed in privacy are asked any questions. Given all of these factors, the
percentage of the overall n of women who participate in the larger survey who also participate in the domestic
violence module uctuates across countries.
Given the context of the broader questions about empowerment and asset ownership, and the focus on
the household, this study is focused on the women in households that are in partnership— and any subsequent
violence occurs within an intimate partner setting (referred to in much of the literature as Intimate Partner
Violence, or IPV). Accordingly, in the few cases where never-married women were included in the original
sample, they have been excluded from this analysis—while the violence these never-married women have
experienced is no less important, it is necessary to narrow the scope for this analysis.
This analysis is also limited to violence committed by partners, with responses about violence
committed by others (such as other family members, in-laws, teachers, and police o cers) excluded. While
violence committed by many of those categories of perpetrator are important and may yield some insight into
women’s broader empowerment, and should be pursued in future research, exploring the violence committed by
intimate partners in this context is a necessary rst step.

Violence indicators: Physical, emotional, and sexual IPV
The module is lengthy, and not all questions in the formal version are administered identically across all
countries. Given this, responses about experiences are grouped into three categories—physical violence, sexual
violence, and emotional violence—and coded dichotomously as either “have experienced” or “have not
experienced.” For all countries, the violence experienced is from her current husband or partner.
Forms of intimate partner violence under the category of physical violence include whether the
respondent has ever been: pushed, shaken, or had something thrown at her; slapped; arm twisted or hair
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pulled; punched with sts or an object; kicked or dragged; strangled or burnt; threatened with a knife, gun, or
other weapon by her husband or partner. Across countries, the responses included frequency categories such as
“often,” or “sometimes,” in some cases and “often or sometimes,” in others. Further, there was variation across
countries in how these questions were asked or grouped (e.g., “less severe” vs. “more severe” types of physical
violence) that makes it di cult to compare disaggregated forms of physical violence. Given this, responses were
collapsed for this analysis into a dichotomous variable that captures either “experienced spousal physical
violence” or “did not experience this.”
Forms of intimate partner violence under the category of sexual violence include whether the respondent
has ever been physically forced into unwanted sex, or forced to perform unwanted sexual acts by her husband
or partner. The way in which these questions have been asked in the DHS module has changed over the years,
which makes it di cult to track changes in responses over time. These changes have included shifts in timeline
and perpetrators (e.g., when the violence occurred) but the possible responses remain limited. For example,
ever-married women can report up to three perpetrators (current partner, former partner, and a perpetrator
outside of the household), while never-married women can report only one perpetrator, and only the rst time.
In addition to these limitations, the questionnaire only asks about unwanted sex that has been physically
forced, and does not include a clear de nition of what counts as sex, or what counts as unwanted sexual acts.
Given this, alongside norms that stigmatize any discussion or reporting of sexual violence (not to mention
discrepant views on whether sex can be forced within a marriage), it is likely these indicators signi cantly
undercount this type of violence. For this analysis, responses were coded into a dichotomous variable of
“experienced spousal sexual violence” or “did not experience this.”
Forms of intimate partner violence under the category of emotional violence include whether the
respondent’s husband or partner has ever: humiliated her in front of others; threatened to harm her or someone
she cared about; insulted her or made her feel bad about herself. For this analysis, all possible types of
emotional violence were coded into a dichotomous variable of “experienced spousal emotional violence” or “did
not experience this.”
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Indicator and control variables
Across the three countries in this analysis, the DHS questionnaire records women’s ownership
categorically, recording both women aged 15-49 a house (alone, jointly with their husband/partner, do not own
a house) and the number of women who own land (alone, jointly, do not own land). I include women who own
each type of property, alone or jointly, as separate indicators, with women who do not own property as the
reference category.
I also include several important covariates and control variables. Following Kabeer (1999) and Allendorf
(2007), I control for women’s level of education, which is an ordinal variable that includes six categories: no
education; incomplete primary; complete primary; incomplete secondary; complete secondary; and higher.31 I
also control for age (Behrman 2017), Indigeneity,32 and rural/urban (Kabeer 1999; Kishor and Gupta 2004;
Trommleroua et al. 2015). I also follow Rutstein and Johnson (2004) in constructing a wealth index33 based on
household assets, rather than income, which the DHS does not record. Finally, I include an index recording
women’s attitudes about the acceptability of physical violence.34

31

If it were possible, I would have also included the educational attainment of the women’s partners, as

previous research has indicated that this is an important predictor of IPV. While the data across the three
countries did not allow for this, future research would bene t from including this, as well as other indicators
that might show an attainment gap (educational, nancial, or other type of social status) between husband and
wife (see e.g., Cools and Kotsadam 2017 for a comprehensive example)
32

This is recoded into a dichotomous variable for each country; unfortunately the DHS does not ask this

question consistently across all countries. For example, in Colombia, the DHS data only includes “Indigenous”
as a category with a broader ethnicity variable, but does not disaggregate further. However, in Honduras, the
data records speci c groups rather than one catch-all category.
33

The wealth index is constructed using data from the DHS’ Household Questionnaire, and includes

information about a range of assets, including the ownership of consumer goods such as a television; source of
drinking water; and access to improved sanitation. Each asset is assigned a weight through a principal
component analysis, standardized relative to a normal distribution with a mean of zero and a standard
deviation of one, and ultimately broken into a quintile from lowest to highest. Given the speci cs of the
analysis at hand, some assets that would typically be included in similar wealth indices, such as home
ownership, were excluded.
34

This index is derived from a series of ve questions posed to the individual woman respondent, asking

whether she felt it was acceptable for a husband to beat his wife if she: neglected the children; burnt the food;
argued with him; refused to have sex; or went out without asking permission.
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Limitations
This analysis is limited in important ways by the parameters of the available data— including ways
which limit the ability to tease out some of potential endogeneity concerns. For example, the data do not
contain information on when or how property was acquired. This makes it impossible to know if a woman who
owns property came into the marriage with said property, or if it was obtained during the marriage. Similarly,
there is no way of knowing if the property was acquired on the open market or via inheritance. Crucially, this
study uses cross-sectional data, and does not attempt to make a causal argument. Rather, it focuses on what
relationship, if any, exists between women’s level of ownership of land and their ability to participate in
household decision-making.

Sample Characteristics: Experiences of Intimate Partner Violence in Colombia,
Guatemala, and Honduras
Across the three countries, there is a good amount of variation in the percentage of women who report
that they experience intimate partner violence. For physical violence, Guatemala has the lowest percentage,
with 4.22%, while 21.67% of women in Colombia report they have experienced physical IPV at the hands of her
current husband or partner.
Emotional violence is most prevalent form of IPV experienced overall, with 23.7% of women in
Guatemala and 29.81% of women in Honduras reporting they have experienced this from her current husband
or partner.35 Finally, sexual violence ranges from 5.19% in Guatemala to 7.98% in Colombia. In both Honduras
and Colombia, a higher percentage of women reported physical forms of violence than sexual violence, but
interestingly, in Guatemala, the opposite was observed. For more detail on women’s experiences of IPV, see
Table 1, below.

35

Emotional IPV is not included in the Colombia survey.
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This variation is striking, as sexual violence is often severely under-reported. This is especially
interesting in the context of a country with a history of violence, as the ongoing violence Colombia has been
hypothesized to increase women’s experiences of IPV, especially sexual violence, while decreasing their
likelihood of reporting violent experiences (Svallfors 2021). It may stand to reason that the legacy of the
violence from Guatemala’s civil war continues today— seen in the norms of masculinity perpetuated by the
men who commit acts of sexual violence (see e.g., Cohen 2017) and in a desensitization to physical violence as
a consequence of war (see e.g., Wood 2014) that may result in under-reporting.
Another interesting nding here comes from comparing the experiences of the three types of IPV
descriptively across the categories of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, as seen in Table 2, below.
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Although the di erences are not drastic, in all three countries, Indigenous women report that they
experience physical violence at a lower rate than non-Indigenous women. In Guatemala and Honduras,
Indigenous women also report that they experience emotional violence at a lower rate than non-Indigenous
women. However, in both Colombia and Honduras, Indigenous women report that they experience sexual
violence at a higher rate than non-Indigenous, while the opposite is seen in Guatemala.
These ndings are important for a number of reasons. Given the history of civil con icts in Colombia
and Guatemala— such as the disproportionate levels of violence, especially sexual, experienced by Indigenous
Guatemalans; the ongoing, high rate of violence and displacement experienced by Indigenous Colombians—as
well as the extreme structural inequalities that Indigenous women in all three countries face— we might expect
that they would experience higher rates of all types of IPV. Of course, the violence experienced as a direct
result of civil con ict was not intimate partner violence, but it is noteworthy that while other studies point to
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an increase in IPV in countries with recent or ongoing civil con ict, such as Colombia (e.g., Svallfors 2021),
this may not unfold in the same way across di erent populations. The variation in sexual violence for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women—in combination with the lower numbers in Guatemala overall—may
also lend support to theories of underreporting as a result of desensitization, something which should certainly
be explored further.

Results
Land ownership versus home ownership
First, there is a clear di erence in the relationship between ownership of housing versus land and
experiences of all three types of intimate partner violence (IPV). The relationship between home ownership and
experiences of IPV was frequently signi cant, while the relationship between land ownership and experiences of
IPV was rarely signi cant. For example, in Guatemala and Honduras, I found no signi cant relationship
between land ownership and experiences of violence, and found only one in Colombia, between joint land
ownership and experiences of sexual violence. For more details, see Tables 3-5, below.
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Signi cant relationships between home ownership and experiences of violence, on the other hand, were
plentiful. In all three countries, there was a signi cant relationship between joint home ownership and
experiences of sexual violence, and in Colombia, there was a signi cant relationship between solo home
ownership and experiences of sexual violence. In Colombia and Guatemala, there was a signi cant relationship
between joint home ownership and experiences of physical violence, while in Honduras there was a signi cant
relationship between solo home ownership and experiences of physical violence. Finally, in both countries where
it was possible to test this relationship, Guatemala and Honduras, there was a signi cant relationship between
joint land ownership and experiences of emotional violence.36
While the presence or absence of a signi cant relationship is clearly not fully explanatory, this pattern
identi es the clear importance of home ownership versus land ownership on women’s experiences of intimate
partner violence.

Sole ownership versus joint ownership
The direction of these signi cant relationships also varies in critical ways, further highlighting an
important distinction between types of ownership. Here, the distinction lies between whether women own
property alone or jointly with their husbands.37
In all cases where there is a signi cant relationship between joint ownership (whether land or housing)
and experiences of violence (physical, emotional, and sexual), the relationship is negative. This means that
when women own housing or land jointly with their husbands, they are less likely to experience any type of
intimate partner violence. This nding holds with much of the qualitative literature, and provides some support
for the theory that ownership increases negotiating power within the household. Overall, the analysis nds that
women who own housing jointly with their husbands report that they experience less physical violence in

36

Questions about experiences of emotional violence were not included in the Colombia survey.

37

To be very clear: this means that a woman owns a house or land alone OR jointly with her husband, not

both. Also, in all cases, the woman owns this property within the marriage.
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Colombia and Guatemala,38 less emotional violence in Guatemala and Honduras, and less sexual violence in all
three countries. In Colombia, women who own land jointly with their husbands are also less likely to experience
sexual violence. For the purposes of this analysis, I refer to this nding as an empowerment e ect, meaning that
the property ownership is observed to have a signi cant relationship with an outcome (in this case, intimate
partner violence) that bene ts, or empowers, women in a non-economic way.
However, in all of the instances where there is signi cant relationship for women who own housing alone,
the opposite is true — the relationship is positive, indicating that they are more likely to experience intimate
partner violence. This nding is in line with other studies that nd evidence of what is often referred to as a
backlash e ect, in which women are more likely to experience violence when they gain additional resources,
particularly when their gain creates a disparity in which their resources outweigh those of their husbands (see
e.g., Cools and Kotsadam 2017). This nding also challenges the theory raised in some of the qualitative
literature (e.g., Deere and León 2001) that joint ownership is likely to be less empowering than sole
ownership.39
This signi cant relationship between sole ownership and experiences of violence is observed far less
frequently than instances of a signi cant relationship between joint ownership and experiences of violence.
Overall, it is only observed twice, and only for home ownership— in Colombia, women who own a home alone
are more likely to experience sexual violence, and in Honduras, women who own a home alone are more likely
to experience physical violence. However, the direction of these signi cant relationships point to a very clear
pattern, with women who own property jointly experiencing a decreased likelihood of violence—an
empowerment e ect—and women who own a home alone experiencing an increased likelihood of violence—a
backlash e ect.

The ndings here for Honduras, while not signi cant at p<0.05, are close— signi cant at p<0.10— and in

38

the same direction.
This argument is based on the premise that joint titling would be insu cient to produce empowerment

39

outcomes, as including a woman’s name on a title for a piece of property might not translate directly to
increasing her standing within the household (Deere and León 2001).
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Secondary Analysis: Interaction E ects
The relationship between ownership and experiences of violence is di erent for Indigenous women
Across all three countries, I nd a clear pattern of di erence in the relationship between property
ownership and experiences of violence between Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. In Colombia,
Guatemala, and Honduras, there is a signi cant e ect in joint home ownership and decreased experience of
violence for non-Indigenous that is frequently absent for Indigenous women. In Colombia, this can be seen in
the relationship between joint home ownership and sexual violence; in Guatemala between joint home
ownership and both physical and emotional violence; and in Honduras between joint home ownership and
emotional violence. Only in Honduras, for the relationship between joint home ownership and sexual violence,
is there a signi cant e ect for BOTH Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. This means that in these
instances, this e ect is typically greater for non-Indigenous women. For a descriptive accounting of these
interaction e ects, see Table 6, below.

Additionally, I found evidence of a distinction between the e ect of sole home ownership and experiences
of violence between Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. In Colombia, the e ect of the relationship between
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sole home ownership and experiences of sexual violence is also signi cant for non-Indigenous women, but not
for Indigenous women. Taken together, these ndings indicate that home ownership is likely more in uential for
non-Indigenous women’s experiences of intimate partner violence. This suggests that property ownership in
general may function di erently for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, particularly in regard to
empowerment outcomes, as has been suggested in literature on land titling and customary traditions.
Interaction graphs for the signi cant relationships found are available in Appendix B; see Figures 1-6.

Conclusion
This analysis has provided several important insights that can be used to develop a more nuanced
understanding of the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and their experiences of
intimate partner violence.
First, there is a clear relationship between home ownership and experiences of intimate partner violence.
Owning a home—either alone or jointly—is signi cantly associated with women’s experiences of violence. For
joint ownership, this relationship is clear across all three types of intimate partner violence (physical,
emotional, and sexual), and in all three countries. For home ownership, this relationship is less frequent, and is
seen only in Colombia and Honduras. Taken together, these ndings indicate that women’s home ownership has
an important relationship with experiences of intimate partner violence.
Crucially, while the signi cance of the relationship is evident for both sole and joint ownership, the
direction of the relationship is not the same. In all cases, when women own a home jointly with their husbands,
they are less likely to experience any form of intimate partner violence. However, in the instances where there
is a signi cant relationship for women own a home alone, the direction shows that they are more likely to
experience intimate partner violence.
Theoretically, this could be extrapolated to mean that when women own a home jointly with their
husbands, they may have more negotiating power within their partnership, or possibly an additional type of
worth that disincentivizes violence. This would align with many of the arguments about the bene ts of
women’s land ownership and violence (e.g., Agarwal 1997). Conversely, when women own a home alone and
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their experiences of violence increase, this could be a symptom of backlash, which, as argued by scholars such
as Cools and Kotsadam (2017) can occur when there is an inequality in resources that favors the woman in the
partnership. That this e ect is seen in only some cases may speak to the complexity of this relationship—such
as di erent cultural expectations around masculinity—as well as unknowns in the data, such as variation in
where women’s ownership equates to control.
When it comes to women’s ownership of land, the results are far less signi cant. Only in Colombia is
there a signi cant relationship, between joint land ownership and experiences of sexual violence. As with joint
home ownership, the direction of the relationship signi es that joint land ownership is associated with a
decrease in women’s experiences of sexual violence. This supports the idea that joint ownership may increase
women’s standing within a household, while indicating that home ownership may be more powerful in terms of
women’s empowerment outcomes.
While the analysis does not show any di erences for rural versus urban women, there are several places
where the e ect of the relationship is di erent for Indigenous versus non-Indigenous women. In most instances,
the e ect observed between women’s home ownership and experiences of violence exists only for non-Indigenous
women; in the few instances where the e ect can be seen for both groups, the e ect size appears smaller for
Indigenous women. Crucially, this is observed in signi cant relationships in both directions, which may indicate
a di erence in the in uence of ownership for Indigenous women, rather than a di erence in experiences of
violence. This is further supported by the nding that the percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women
who report that they experience intimate partner violence is fairly similar across the three countries.
Overall, the nding that not only does home ownership more frequently have a signi cant relationship
with experiences of violence when compared with land ownership, but that there is a di erence in direction
depending on how the home is owned is crucial. This underscores the multifaceted household nature of the
household, which can act as an important site of cooperation, but also contestation. In many respects, the
home may symbolize the household in a way that land does not.
Having said that, it is important also to highlight that the percentage of women who own land in this
sample is much smaller than those who own housing. While this does not eradicate the importance of the

fi

ff

fi

ff

ff

fi

fi

ff

fi

ff

ff

ff

fl

fi

fi

ff

ff

ff

ff

79

shift the frequency of signi cant relationships between land ownership and experiences of violence.
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ndings on home ownership, it should not be discounted that an increase in women’s land holdings may also

CHAPTER 5: PROPERTY OWNERSHIP, MARITAL CONTROL, AND
WOMEN’S AUTONOMY

Introduction
This chapter builds on the previous two chapters, as it ties together an understanding of relevant
aspects of both decision-making and experiences of intimate partner violence. Previous literature would lead us
to suspect that women’s experiences of marital control are highly correlated with their ability to participate in
household decision-making as well as experiences of violence. While it is not possible, given the limitations in
the data, to analyze either decision-making or intimate partner violence on an ordered scale, here, we can
examine the extent of marital control a woman experiences. Examining the relationship between women’s
property ownership and the scope of marital control will likely yield additional analytical leverage that is
complementary to the prior analysis.
In large part, this is because the marital control indicator measures something similar to decisionmaking, but from the opposite angle. As opposed to focusing on the extent to which a woman can participate
in the household, the emphasis is on the extent to which she is restricted from making choices. This may
provide better insight into the household power dynamics, including in areas where decision-making is heavily
in uenced by the preferences of extended family/in-laws, and where sticky norms regarding the gendered
division of labor persist.
This analysis examines the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and their
experiences of marital control, measured on a scale unique to each country. As the data used in this analysis is
cross-sectional, there is no causal argument, but rather a focus on whether a signi cant relationship exists, and
what it looks like. Unpacking these dynamics provides an important foundation for future research.
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Marital Control
Many of the legislative changes discussed in Chapter 2, such as the updates in the Civil Codes that
included the language of gender-equity—even where the legislation is more gender-neutral than progressive—
are a step away from the previous legal reliance on the Napoleonic Code. As former colonies of Spain, Portugal,
and France, many countries in Latin America and the Caribbean adapted the French Civil Code to their own
speci cations upon independence, albeit with varying degrees of faithfulness to the original (for a full
discussion of this variation, see Mirow 2005).
In family law, the Napoleonic Code established rights and duties within a marriage, including the
codi cation that a husband must protect his wife, while a wife must behave obediently to her husband— thus
codifying her subservience and inability to behave independently of her husband’s desires. These ideas became
so culturally entrenched that even after repealing these stipulations, many of the assumptions regarding a
gendered hierarchy—particularly in the household—remained. Given this, much of what the marital control
indicator is measuring is the extent to which the woman remains in a marriage—in a household—that
continues to be mired in a centuries-old system designed to her perpetual disadvantage. For a more extensive
discussion and explanation of the in uence of the Napoleonic Code on civil codes throughout the region, and
the legacy this has on norms surrounding marital control, see Htun (2003, chap. 2).

Marital Control and Women’s Autonomy
There are numerous de nitions of women’s autonomy in the literature, much of which is centered in
public health, particularly in the global South. Earlier de nitions focus on education and the ability to obtain
the information necessary to make decisions (e.g., Dyson and Moore 1983), which evolved into a focus on
freedom of movement and capacity to make reproductive decisions (e.g., Basu 1994). It is not uncommon for
studies about women’s autonomy to focus on women’s choices in respect to the family unit (e.g., Mason 1995)
particularly when it comes to reproductive health care (Bloom, Wypij, and Das Gupta 2001; Rahman, Mostofa,
and Hoque 2014; Thapa and Niehof 2013; Upadhyay and Hindin 2005).
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For the purposes of this study, I am using marital control as a measure of one dimension of women’s
autonomy, which is both tied to and builds from the previous analyses of decision-making and intimate partner
violence. For example, the decision-making chapter captures women’s ability to participate in household
decisions, but it does not give any indication of the extent to which her preferences are or are not taken into
account. Being able to participate in household decisions is important—and is an empowerment outcome in its
own right— but it is di cult to equate this with a direct measure of autonomy. At least within the limitations
of the data in this study, it is not possible to untangle what it means for a woman to self-report that she can
participate in household decision-making. All this indicator can really tell us is if she feels like she has a voice,
not whether or not it is considered, or if it and how it has altered her negotiating ability within the marriage.
Marital control also has important ties with women’s experiences of intimate partner violence. Scholars
argue that some men use violence as a way of asserting control within the marriage (Finkelhor 1983), that a
desire for control can be the primary motivation behind violence (Stets 1988; Stets and Pirog-Good 1987), or
that speci c types of violence are a direct consequence of coercive control (Macmillan and Gartner 1999). Yet
that does not mean that violence and control are the same, or that one is a necessary condition of the other.
Indeed, marital control can exist without the use of violence, with the use of some types of violence but not
others (e.g., emotional but not physical; physical but not sexual), or with all types of violence. Given this,
while it is important to discuss and explore both control and violence, it is equally important to treat them as
separate phenomena that may—or may not—be interrelated. In this context, exploring the relationship
between women’s property ownership and the extent of marital control she experiences can provide us with
additional analytical leverage than exploring relationships with decision-making and intimate partner violence
alone.

Questions and Analysis
This analysis examines the relationship between women’s ownership of housing and land and their
experiences of marital control, measured on a scale unique to each country. As the data used in this analysis is
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cross-sectional, there is no causal argument, but rather a focus on whether a signi cant relationship exists, and
what it looks like. Unpacking these dynamics provides an important foundation for future research.
This chapter builds on the previous two chapters, as the indicator of marital control ties in some aspects
of both decision-making and experiences of intimate partner violence. Previous literature would lead us to
suspect that women’s experiences of marital control are highly correlated with their ability to participate in
household decision-making as well as experiences of violence. While it is not possible, given the limitations in
the data, to analyze either decision-making or intimate partner violence on an ordered scale, here, we can
examine the extent of marital control a woman experiences. Examining the relationship between women’s
property ownership and the scope of marital control will likely yield additional analytical leverage that is
complementary to the prior analysis.
In some respects, the marital control indicator measures something similar to decision-making, but from
the opposite angle. Rather than examining the extent to which a woman can participate, the emphasis is on
the extent to which she is restricted from making choices. This may give us a better insight into power
dynamics within the household, including in areas where decision-making is heavily in uenced by the
preferences of extended family/in-laws. Similarly, as discussed more fully in the literature review above,
previous scholarship has shown a strong connection between marital control and intimate partner violence.
Research on the relationship between marital control and women’s employment is particularly instructive here.
While there is a possibility for endogeneity, as we do not know when or how property was acquired, an
examination of the relationship between women’s property ownership and level of marital control experienced
can still be insightful.
The following analysis is broken down into three sections. The rst considers how women’s ownership of
land and women’s ownership of housing relate to the extent of marital control she experiences. Next, I extend
this by examining how types of ownership— sole versus joint—relate to levels of marital control. Finally, I
examine the extent to which the relationship between women’s property ownership and her experiences of
marital control are conditioned by Indigeneity and rurality. All three categories are presented in the context of
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relevant existing literature, highlighting where ndings and hypotheses are inconsistent, and where the current
analysis can contribute to our broader understanding.

Land ownership versus housing ownership
In the previous analyses, there has been a clear di erence between women’s ownership of housing versus
land, in relation to both decision-making and experiences of intimate partner violence. There is reason to
suspect that the same will also be found for women’s property ownership and extent of marital control. This
may be particularly important in real areas, where land in particular may carry a di erent signi cance. The
DHS data allows for a direct comparison of women’s land ownership and women’s housing ownership, and any
relationship with the level of marital control experienced, in the same sample. As land ownership and home
ownership are not highly correlated in any of the countries within this study, they can both be included within
the same model.

Sole versus joint ownership
Previous scholarship is divided on the question of whether joint or sole ownership of property is likely to
be more empowering for women. Much of this has to do with the idea of a backlash e ect. For example,
Behrman (2017) nds that women’s joint ownership of land has a negative association with empowerment
outcomes, which she argues could be an indicator of a backlash e ect. However, scholars have also found that
when women’s status is greater than their partner’s, the subsequent imbalance can also trigger a backlash
(Atkinson et al. 2005; Cools and Kotsadam 2017). This line of reasoning could be extended to include women’s
sole ownership of property as grounds for a disparity that increases the risk of backlash. Still others have
argued that women’s sole ownership of land is more likely to be empowering (e.g., Deere and Doss 2005),
building on literature that nds that joint ownership may not indicate joint control (e.g., Flora 2001). The
diversity of ndings in the literature on control and women’s employment suggest that this line of inquiry may
be particularly relevant to the relationship between women’s property ownership and levels of marital control.
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Indigeneity and rurality
Finally, there are two important conditions which may shape the relationship between women’s
ownership of property and her experiences of marital control—Indigeneity and rurality. Previous studies have
emphasized rural women in part because they are more likely to be disadvantaged in multiple ways, but also
because the of the prevalence of theories hypothesizing that land rights (and subsequently, ownership) are
particularly important for rural women. This includes a large contribution from studies focused on SubSaharan
Africa (e.g., Anderson, Reynolds, and Gugerty 2017; Doss, Meinzen-Dick, and Bomuhagi 2014; Peterman 2011;
Tsikata and Yaro 2014) and Asia (Kabeer 2011; Wood et al. 2018). There are also several important studies
that focus on rural women across Latin America (e.g., Bose 2017; Kay, Vergara-Camus, and Deere 2012), as
well as single-case studies in Peru (Wiig 2013) and Nicaragua (Bradshaw 2013). Many of these studies highlight
the importance of land to rural women, which would suggest that land ownership may have a particular
in uence on participation in decision-making for rural women.
In Latin America, Indigeneity has been identi ed as an important factor in understanding women’s
empowerment in general. Evidence further suggests that Indigeneity is particularly relevant for ownership of
property, especially ownership of land, as experiences and understandings of ownership function di erently for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. Relevant scholarship includes important case studies in Ecuador
(Radcli e 2014) and Guatemala (Briggs, Stedman, and Krasny 2019), as well as comparative studies across the
region (e.g., Bose 2017; Deere and León 2001). The inclusion of data on Indigeneity in the DHS data, even if it
is available comparatively only as a dichotomous indicator, provides an important opportunity to examine this
relationship in more detail.

Methods and Data
DHS on Marital Control
The measure of marital control used here is a scale which calculates a score for each respondent based
on how many times she responds “yes” to a series of questions regarding her husband’s behavior. These
questions are part of the domestic violence module, and vary slightly across each country. However, each
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country contains the same ve core questions, all of which capture di erent ways in which a husband might
constrain the respondent’s behavior, limiting where she can go and with whom she can interact. These core
questions ask each woman if her husband: is jealous or angry if she talks with other men; frequently accuses her
of being unfaithful; does not permit her to meet her female friends; tries to limit her contact with her family;
and insists on knowing where she is at all times. Additional questions, asked in some but not all countries,
include whether the husband: trusts her with money; ignores her; requests her opinion on family or social
gatherings; and requests her opinion on important family matters. For more, see Table 1, below.
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Indicator and control variables
The DHS questionnaire records women’s ownership categorically in all three countries in the analysis,
recording both women aged 15-49 a house (alone, jointly with their husband/partner, do not own a house) and
the number of women age 15-49 who own land (alone, jointly, do not own land). I include women who own each
type of property, alone or jointly, as separate indicators, with women who do not own property as the reference
category.40 I also include several important covariates and control variables. Following Kabeer (1999) and
Allendorf (2007), I control for women’s level of education, which is an ordinal variable that includes six
categories: no education; incomplete primary; complete primary; incomplete secondary; complete secondary;
and higher. I also control for age (Behrman 2017), Indigeneity,41 and rural/urban (Kabeer 1999; Kishor and
Gupta 2004; Trommleroua et al. 2015). I also follow Rutstein and Johnson (2004) in constructing a wealth
index42 based on household assets, rather than income, which the DHS does not record. Finally, I include an
index recording women’s attitudes about the acceptability of physical violence.43

40

While there is an additional category capturing women who own property both alone and jointly, it is

excluded from this analysis, as it does not exist consistently across all three countries and categories (i.e., it
exists in Colombia, exists only for land in Honduras, and does not exist at all in Guatemala). In addition to the
inconsistency in where this category exists, the lack of information about how and when property is acquired,
as well as what it is used for and and what it is worth, makes the “alone and joint” category particularly
di cult to interpret. Unpacking and examining this category would make an interesting contribution in future
research, even if it is outside the scope of the current analysis.
41

This is recoded into a dichotomous variable for each country; unfortunately the DHS does not ask this

question consistently across all countries. For example, in Colombia, the DHS data only includes “Indigenous”
as a category with a broader ethnicity variable, but does not disaggregate further. However, in Honduras, the
data records speci c groups rather than one catch-all category.
42

The wealth index is constructed using data from the DHS’ Household Questionnaire, and includes

information about a range of assets, including the ownership of consumer goods such as a television; source of
drinking water; and access to improved sanitation. Each asset is assigned a weight through a principal
component analysis, standardized relative to a normal distribution with a mean of zero and a standard
deviation of one, and ultimately broken into a quintile from lowest to highest. Given the speci cs of the
analysis at hand, some assets that would typically be included in similar wealth indices, such as home
ownership, were excluded.
43

This index is derived from a series of ve questions posed to the individual woman respondent, asking

whether she felt it was acceptable for a husband to beat his wife if she: neglected the children; burnt the food;
argued with him; refused to have sex; or went out without asking permission.

fi

fi

fi

ffi

88

Marital Control: Sample Characteristics
Because the exact makeup of questions di ers across each country, the percentages presented below in
Table 2 are not directly comparable by level, although some valuable insights can be gleaned. For example, in
all countries, a majority of women experience one or more indicator of marital control. Interestingly, level zero
shows that 34.9% of women in Honduras and 37.81% of women in Colombia do not experience any form of
marital control, while 48.85% of women in Guatemala report the same.44 For more detail, see Table 2, below.

For more on the construction of the marital control scale, see Table 1.
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Results
There was a clear pattern for women who own a home jointly with their husbands and experiences of
marital control, as there was a signi cant and negative relationship in all three countries. This means that in
Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras, women who own a house jointly with their husband experienced a lower
level of marital control. Additionally, in Colombia and Honduras, women who own land jointly with their
husbands also experienced a signi cantly lower level of marital control. On the other hand, sole ownership of
any type of property (i.e., land or housing) was not signi cantly associated with women’s experiences of marital
control. For more detail, see Table 3, below.
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As previously stated, one of the bene ts to using the marital control indicator for this analysis is that it
allows us to see an additional level of detail in the relationship along the dependent variable. Here, the Poisson
regression estimate tells us that for every one-unit increase in joint home ownership in Colombia, there would
be a 0.248 unit decrease in marital control, holding the rest of the model constant. In Honduras, we see a
similar e ect size, with a 0.25 unit decrease, while in Guatemala the e ect size is slightly larger, with a 0.272
unit decrease. Even with the slightly larger gure in Guatemala, the overall di erence in the logs of estimated
counts for joint home ownership is fairly consistent across the three countries.
However, the numbers for joint land ownership show a much greater range in variation across the three
countries. In Colombia, we see the greatest estimated di erence: for each one-unit increase joint land
ownership, there would be a corresponding 0.221-unit decrease in marital control. In Honduras, the estimated
e ect size is cut almost in half; for each one-until increase in joint land ownership, there would be a
corresponding 0.117-unit decrease in marital control. In Guatemala, there is no signi cant relationship between
joint land ownership and marital control. Overall, this shows that not only does joint home ownership more
consistently have a signi cant relationship with marital control than joint land ownership, the e ect size is
greater.

Secondary Analysis: Interaction E ects
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women
There was a signi cant and negative e ect of joint home ownership on marital control for both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in Guatemala and Honduras. For a descriptive representation of these
interactions, see Table 4, below.
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In Colombia, there was a signi cant and negative e ect of joint land ownership on marital control for
Indigenous women. This suggests that not only does the e ect of ownership on marital control work di erently
for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, but that this e ect also di ers across type of property (i.e., housing
vs. land) and country. Interaction graphs for the signi cant ndings are available in Appendix C; see Figures
1-5.

Rural women and urban women
There was a clear and consistent e ect for rural and urban women who own property jointly and
experiences of marital control. For a descriptive representation of these interactions, see Table 5, below.
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In all three countries, there was a signi cant and negative e ect for rural women who own a home
jointly with their husbands and the level of marital control they experience. The same was also found for
women who own land jointly. In Colombia and Honduras, there was also a signi cant and negative e ect for
urban women who own land jointly, and in Colombia there was a signi cant and negative e ect for urban
women who own a home jointly. This demonstrates a clear e ect of joint ownership of both types of property
on the extent of marital control for rural women across all three countries, as well as for urban women in
Colombia, and for urban women who own land in Honduras.
Taken together, these ndings make a strong case for the importance of joint property ownership on
women’s experiences of marital control, with women who own either land or housing jointly with their
husbands experiencing signi cantly lower levels of marital control. There is evidence that this e ect works
di erently for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women, and that it further varies based on property type and
country. Finally, the e ect of joint property ownership on the extent of marital control is particularly important
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for rural women across all countries and property types, as well as urban women in Colombia and urban
landowners in Honduras. Interaction graphs for these signi cant relationships are provided in Appendix C; see
Figures 6-14.

Conclusion
This analysis has provided additional insights that help to further our understanding of the relationship
between women’s ownership of housing and land and her experiences of marital control.
First, there is a clear relationship between joint home ownership and experiences of marital control
across all three countries. In this relationship, owning a home jointly is associated with a decrease in marital
control, meaning that women who own a home jointly with their husbands report that they experience a lower
level of marital control. However, there is no signi cant relationship between sole home ownership and
experience of marital control.
In Colombia and Honduras, there is also a signi cant relationship between joint land ownership and
experiences of marital control, with women who own land jointly reporting that they experience a lower level of
marital control. In all three countries, there is no relationship between sole land ownership and experiences of
marital control.
These ndings emphasize the importance of joint ownership in particular. Overall, joint home ownership
is signi cant in all three countries while joint land ownership is signi cant in two. When examined in
combination with the di erences in the estimated e ect per unit increase, this indicates that joint home
ownership may be more important than joint land ownership in decreasing women’s experiences of marital
control. However, this nding should be interpreted cautiously, as the overall percentage of women who own
land jointly remains very low, even in comparison to the fairly low percentage of women who own a home
jointly.
Theoretically, these ndings contribute to the debate on joint ownership. In this instance, they lend
support to the argument that joint ownership increases women’s bargaining power, and thus, standing, within a
relationship (e.g., Agarwal 1997), and may refute arguments that joint ownership is insu cient to achieve many
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women’s empowerment goals (e.g., Deere and León 2001). However, given the lack of a causal relationship,
these results should be interpreted cautiously. It is still possible, for example, that both could be true. For
example, it may be that joint land ownership increases women’s standing in Colombia and Honduras, but is
insu cient in Guatemala. In fact, comparing these cases in such a way that can unpack causal mechanisms
may well be useful in future research, contributing to our understanding of how joint ownership may function
in bringing about di erent women’s empowerment outcomes.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

The preceding analyses have provided valuable insights, expanding our understanding of the importance
of women’s property ownership in relation to participation in household decision-making, experiences of
intimate partner violence, and marital control. Several of the biggest contributions from this analysis stem from
the examination of disaggregated property ownership, both in reference to the type of property (i.e., housing
versus land) as well as type of ownership (i.e., joint versus sole). Examining women’s property ownership in this
way has highlighted crucial di erences in the relationship between ownership of housing and land across all
three empowerment outcomes. This has also expanded our knowledge of the relationship between women’s joint
ownership and women’s sole ownership and empowerment outcomes, both challenging and adding nuance to
previous ndings in the literature while emphasizing the importance of the household as a pivotal site for
women’s empowerment. Our understanding has been further re ned through the additional examination of
conditional variation across subcategories of women, such as rural women versus urban women, and Indigenous
versus non-Indigenous women.

The Importance of Home Ownership Versus Land Ownership
First, there is a clear di erence in the relationship between women’s ownership of housing as opposed to
land and their experiences across all three empowerment indicators. There is a signi cant relationship between
home ownership across all countries and at least one sub-category of the analysis’ empowerment indicator. For
example, in the analysis on property ownership and decision-making, home ownership is positively associated
with women’s participation in all three types of decisions at least once in all three countries. In the analysis on
property ownership and intimate partner violence, home ownership is signi cantly related, in one way or the
other, to all available types of violence across all three countries. Finally, in the examination of property
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ownership and marital control, home ownership is signi cantly associated with a decrease in women’s
experiences of marital control in all three countries.
This has also uncovered several signi cant relationships between land ownership and the three
empowerment outcomes, but they were fewer in number and lower in intensity than the ndings for home
ownership. For example, in the analysis on property ownership and decision-making, land ownership is
positively associated with women’s participation in decisions about large purchases in Colombia and Honduras.
In the analysis on property ownership and intimate partner violence, land ownership is signi cantly related
with a decreased experience of sexual violence in Colombia. Finally, in the examination of property ownership
and marital control, land ownership is signi cantly associated with a decrease in women’s experiences of
marital control in Colombia and Honduras. There were no signi cant relationships between land ownership and
any of the empowerment outcomes in Guatemala, although the percentage of women who own land is similar
across all three countries.
The strength of the relationships between home ownership and the various empowerment outcomes, in
comparison to the weaker relationships between land ownership and the empowerment outcomes, is an
interesting nding. While some of this might be due to a smaller n in the percentage of women’s land
ownership, the clear importance of the household as both a symbolic and a literal site that produces and
reproduces gender dynamics should not be discounted. It may be that the home, as the physical site of the
household— where the family eats, sleeps, raises children—has the ability to mean something for women’s
empowerment that land cannot, or at least, may not as readily. For example, the relationship between women’s
land ownership and decision-making ability is one of the few examples where there is a strong land-related
empowerment outcome—it’s interesting that this relationship is an economic choice, and not a choice about
women’s health and fertility. This makes it seem like there is something about land ownership that isn’t quite
enough to get over the bar towards empowerment for outcomes that are more intimately tied to a hierarchical
system of gender relations with roots in the Napoleonic Code— i.e., areas in which men are more likely to
assume absolute power and control. If that’s the case, then this might imply that any policies designed to
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achieve women’s equality need to be aimed at or at least incorporate the household rather than at the local or
national level.

The Importance of Joint Ownership Versus Sole Ownership
Another important contribution of this dissertation is the lighting the di erences in the relationships
between property ownership and the various empowerment outcomes given how the types of property are held
(i.e., sole or joint). In the analysis on the relationship between property ownership and women’s participation
in decision-making, sole home ownership is positively associated with all three types of decisions in Colombia
and Guatemala, and decisions over large purchases and family visitation in Honduras. Joint home ownership,
on the other hand, is positively associated with decisions over large purchases and family visitation in Colombia
and Guatemala, and decisions over healthcare and visitation in Honduras. On the other hand, there are several
occasions in which there is evidence of a backlash e ect when women own a home alone and their relationship
with intimate partner violence. This is seen in a higher percentage of women reporting that they experience
physical (Honduras) or sexual (Colombia) forms violence. Yet, when it comes to household decision-making,
owning a home alone has the same positive relationship on outcomes as joint home ownership, increasing
women’s ability to participate.
These ndings clearly indicate a strong relationship between women’s joint property ownership with
their husbands across multiple empowerment outcomes. This is not enough, however, to clearly refute the
arguments that joint ownership may be an insu cient type of ownership—wherein women’s ownership is
secondary to their husbands, or the wives names are automatically added due to a policy—as the data do not
provide enough information on when and how the property was acquired. However, the fact that the way the
data was acquired necessitated a woman declaring the joint ownership as a re ection of her perception, rather
than what may or may not be written down, may actually be instructive here. That the woman feels that she
owns the property jointly may be re ective of an element of her marriage that we cannot see or easily measure
—her sense of entitlement, both to the property but more importantly to the partnership—which may in fact
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ownership may indicate again the centrality of the home and the household.
However, this may also speak to the intractability of violence, as this relationship was observed in regard
to sole ownership and intimate partner violence, but not in regard to decision-making or marital control.
Instead, this may suggest something speci c about masculinity — or a particular performance of masculinity—
in which there is a lashing out against the perception of a very speci c type of threat or power imbalance.
Again, given some of the limitations in the data, it’s not possible to unpack this further, but it is de nitely an
area that merits further research.

Crucial Conditions: Indigeneity, Rurality
The secondary analyses from each chapter, which examined some of the conditions under which women’s
property ownership relates with each of the three empowerment outcomes, identi ed two crucial conditions
which should be studied further: Indigeneity and Rurality. Across all three chapters, albeit to di erent extents
within each country, it was clear that women’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous identities were important
conditions when examining their experiences of property ownership and empowerment outcomes. In many
respects, it is likely that ownership functions di erently for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. While the
DHS data only captures individual ownership, it is possible that some Indigenous communities maintain
communal ownership in practice even when the property is held individually for o cial purposes. It is also
possible that much of what is captured in these interactions is the extreme disadvantage that Indigenous
communities, and particularly Indigenous women, continue to experience.
These analyses also highlighted several important ndings regarding both rural and urban women. The
ndings that highlight the clear signi cance of ownership for rural women are perhaps not surprising, as they
have been heavily theorized, but it is nonetheless helpful to have empirical evidence to support the theory. The
ndings for urban women, however, particularly in Colombia, are particularly intriguing. These likely speak to
the high levels of urban tenure insecurity, driven in large part by the high levels of rural con ict-related
displacement. However, these ndings also make a strong case for more research on property ownership for
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translate more directly to negotiating power. At the same time, the backlash ndings related to sole home

urban women, as this is an under-studied and under-theorized relationship. Assuming urbanization trends
continue—and not just through internally displaced persons, but also through cross-border refugees—women
living in tenure-insecure urban settings will likely increase. This may stretch existing infrastructure even
further, increasing the relative disparity for urban women and exacerbating existing inequalities.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
This analysis is limited in important ways by the parameters of the available data— including ways
which limit the ability to tease out some of potential endogeneity concerns. For example, the data do not
contain information on when or how property was acquired. This makes it impossible to know if a woman who
owns property came into the marriage with said property, or if it was obtained during the marriage. Similarly,
there is no way of knowing if the property was acquired on the open market or via inheritance.
While these ndings may indicate that home ownership is more important for empowerment outcomes
than land ownership, given these limitations within the data, it is important to interpret this with caution. We
also do not know how much of either type of property is owned, what the property is worth, and how it is used.
This analysis has also presented a wealth of possibilities for future research, which in many cases is tied
to the limitations with the current study. One of the most obvious invitations from the research at hand is the
pursuit of causal mechanisms — something which will likely require longitudinal data. This could be a fruitful
pursuit for many reasons, not least that it could answer many of the questions raised in this analysis as
possible drivers behind observed relationships. Another obvious suggestion is one of generalizability — both to
other countries with Latin America, as well as in comparison with other parts of the world— which could also
deepen our understanding of many of these relationships.
Other future directions could involve a more in-depth analysis of the three cases presented here, which
could also be extremely valuable. For example, a more detailed analysis of variation across ethnic groups,
particularly AfroIndigenous, Indigenous, AfroColombians, and other non-Indigenous AfroDescendents, would
likely yield some important insights. Many of the limitations within the DHS data also stem from a lack of
information which, if more details could be procured, would go a long way towards expanding this analysis.
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This includes information on the property women own—when and how it was acquired, what the property is
used for, its relative worth, what the formal documentation does or does not look like. More comprehensive
data on the outcome variables— particularly decision-making and experiences of intimate partner violence—
would also be a valuable addition to the analysis.
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APPENDIX A: INTERACTION GRAPHS FOR CHAPTER 3 ON DECISIONMAKING OUTCOMES

Interactions: Indigenous and non-Indigenous Women and Decision-making
Outcomes
The gures which follow below show the signi cant interactions for Indigenous and non-Indigenous
women in Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras who own property (either a house or land) alone or jointly with
their husbands on one of three decision-making outcomes: decisions over large purchases; decisions about
women’s healthcare; and decisions over family visitation. These graphs are explained in more detail within the
secondary analysis section of Chapter 3.
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Interactions: Rural and Urban Women and Decision-making Outcomes
The gures which follow below show the signi cant interactions for rural and urban women in Colombia,
Guatemala, and Honduras who own property (either a house or land) alone or jointly with their husbands on
one of three decision-making outcomes: decisions over large purchases; decisions about women’s healthcare; and
decisions over family visitation. These graphs are explained in more detail within the secondary analysis section
of Chapter 3.
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APPENDIX B: INTERACTION GRAPHS FOR CHAPTER 4 ON INTIMATE
PARTNER VIOLENCE

Interactions: Indigenous and non-Indigenous Women and Experiences of Intimate
Partner Violence
The gures which follow below show the signi cant interactions for Indigenous and non-Indigenous
women in Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras who own property (either a house or land) alone or jointly with
their husbands on experiences of one of three types of intimate partner violence: sexual, physical, or emotional
(with the exception that there are no observations for emotional violence in Colombia). These graphs are
explained in more detail within the secondary analysis section of Chapter 4.
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APPENDIX C: INTERACTION GRAPHS FOR CHAPTER 5 ON MARITAL
CONTROL

Interactions: Indigenous and non-Indigenous Women and Marital Control
The gures which follow below show the signi cant interactions for Indigenous and non-Indigenous
women in Colombia, Guatemala, and Honduras who own property (either a house or land) alone or jointly with
their husbands and their experiences of marital control (i.e., the extent to which their husbands exert control
over their physical autonomy). These graphs are explained in more detail within the secondary analysis section
of Chapter 5.
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Interactions: Rural and Urban Women and Marital Control
The gures which follow below show the signi cant interactions for rural and urban women in Colombia,
Guatemala, and Honduras who own property (either a house or land) alone or jointly with their husbands and
their experiences of marital control (i.e., the extent to which their husbands exert control over their physical
autonomy). These graphs are explained in more detail within the secondary analysis section of Chapter 5.
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í

133

Lee, Rose, Jessica Kumar, and Amer Al-Nimr. 2017. “Women’s Healthcare Decision-Making Autonomy
by Wealth Quintile from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) in Sub-Saharan African Countries.”
International Journal of Women’s Health and Wellness 3(2). https://clinmedjournals.org/articles/ijwhw/
international-journal-of-womens-health-and-wellness-ijwhw-3-054.php?jid=ijwhw.

Lewis, Jessa. 2002. “Agrarian Change and Privatization of Ejido Land in Northern Mexico.” Journal of
Agrarian Change 2(3): 401-19.

Lundberg, Shelly, and Robert A. Pollak. 1993. “Separate Spheres Bargaining and the Marriage Market.”
Journal of Political Economy 101, no. 6 (December): 988-1010.

Macmillan, Ross, and Rosemary Gartner. 1999. “When She Bringer Home the Bason: Labor-Force
Participation and the Risk of Spousal Violence against Women.” Journal of Marriage and Family 61 (4):
947-58.

Manser, Marilyn, and Murray Brown. 1980. “Marriage and Household Decision-Making: A Bargaining
Analysis.” International Economic Review 21, no. 1 (February): 31-44.

May, Rachel.2001. Terror in the Countryside: Campesino Responses to Political Violence in Guatemala,
1954–1985. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press.

McDonnell, Patrick and Kate Linthicom. 2021. “Across Latin America, Abortion Restrictions are Being
Loosened.” New York Times. September 12. https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2021-09-12/acrosslatin-america-abortion-restrictions-are-being-loosened

Meinzen-Dick, Ruth, Lynn R. Brown, Hilary Sims Feldstein, Agnes R. Quisumbing. 1997. “Gender,
Property Rights, and Natural Resources.” World Development 25, no. 8 (August): 1303-15.

Meinzen-Dick, Ruth, Agnes Quisumbing, Cheryl Doss, and Sophie Theis. 2019. “Women's Land Rights as
a Pathway to Poverty Reduction: Framework and Review of Available Evidence.” Agricultural Systems 172
(June): 72-82. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2017.10.009.

134

Melville, Thomas, and Marjorie Melville. 1971. Guatemala: The Politics of Land Ownership. New York:
Free Press.

Menon, Nidhiya, Yana van der Meulen Rodgers, and Huong Nguyen. 2014. “Women’s Land Rights and
Children’s Human Capital in Vietnam.” World Development 54: 18–31. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S0305750X13001745.

Mirow, M.C. 2005. “The Code Napoleon: Buried but Ruling in Latin America.” Denver Journal of
International Law and Policy 33, no. 2 (Spring): 179-94.

Mishra, Khushbu, and Abdoul G. Sam. 2016. “Does Women’s Land Ownership Promote Their
Empowerment? Empirical Evidence from Nepal.” World Development 78: 360–71. http://
linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0305750X15002259.

Mookerjee, Sulagna. 2019. “Gender-Neutral Inheritance Laws, Family Structure, and Women’s Status in
India.” The World Bank Economic Review 33(2): 498–515. https://doi.org/10.1093/wber/lhx004.

Mowforth, Martin. 2014. The Violence of Development: Resource Depletion, Environmental Crises and
Human Rights Abuses in Central America. London: Pluto Press.

Nazzari, Muriel. 1991. Disappearance of the Dowry: Women, Families, and Social Change in São Paulo,
Brazil. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

O’Connor, Erin. 2002. “Widows’ Rights Questioned: Indians, the State and Fluctuating Gender Ideas in
Central Highlands Ecuador, 1870-1900.” The Americas. 50 (1): 87-106.

Okin, Susan. 1989. Justice, Gender, and the Family. New York: Basic Books.

Otsuka, Keijiro, Agnes R. Quisumbing, Ellen Payongayong, and J.B. Aidoo. 2003.”Land Tenure and the
Management of Land and Trees: The Case of Customary Land Tenure Areas of Ghana.” Environment and
Development Economics 8, no. 1 (February): 77-104.

135

Palacios-Lopez Amparo, Luc Christiaensen, and Talip Kilic. 2017. “How Much of the Labor in African
Agriculture Is Provided by Women?” Food Policy 67 (February): 52–63. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.foodpol.2016.09.017.

Panda, Pradeep, and Bina Agarwal. 2005. ”Marital Violence, Human Development and Women’s
Property Status in India." World Development 33 (5): 823-850.

Pehu, Eija, Y. Lambrou, and M Hartl. 2009. Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook. Washington, DC: The
World Bank.

Persha, Laura, Adi Greif, and Heather Huntington. 2017. “Assessing the Impact of Second-Level Land
Certi cation in Ethiopia.” Paper presented at the World Bank Conference on Land and Poverty. The World
Bank, Washington, DC (March 20–24, 2017).

Persha, Laura, and Jaboc Patterson-Stein. 2021. “Strengthening Women’s Land Rights in Rural
Tanzania: Results from an Impact Evaluation of USAID’s Land Tenure Assistance Activity.” LandLinks. April
9, 2021. https://www.land-links.org/2021/04/strengthening-womens-land-rights-in-rural-tanzania-results-froman-impact-evaluation-of-usaids-land-tenure-assistance-activity/.

Peterman, Amber. 2011. “Women’s Property Rights and Gendered Policies: Implications for Women’s
Long-Term Welfare in Rural Tanzania.” The Journal of Development Studies 47(1): 1–30. https://doi.org/
10.1080/00220381003600366.

Peterman Amber, Jennifer Bleck, and Tia Palermo. 2015. “Age and Intimate Partner Violence: An
Analysis of Global Trends Among Women Experiencing Victimization in 30 Developing Countries.” Journal of
Adolescent Health 57(6): 624-630.

Peterman, Amber, Jennifer Bleck, Audrey Pereira, Tia Palermo, and Kathryn Yount. 2017. “Women’s
Individual Asset Ownership and Experience of Intimate Partner Violence: Evidence From 28 International
Surveys.” American Journal of Public Health 107 (5): 747–55.

Peterman Amber, Neha Kumar, Audrey Pereira, and Daniel O. Gilligan. 2019. “Towards Gender
Equality: A Critical Assessment of Evidence on Social Safety Nets in Africa,” In Annual Trends and Outlook

fi

136

Report 2019, Gender Equality in Rural Africa: From Commitments to Outcomes edited by Agnes Quisumbing,
Ruth Meinzen-Dick and Jemimah Njuki, 140-8. Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI).

Place, Frank. 2009. “Land Tenure and Agricultural Productivity in Africa: A Comparative Analysis of
Economic Theory, Empirical Results, and Policy Statements.” World Development 37 (8): 1326–1336.

Radcli e, Sarah A. 2014. “Gendered Frontiers of Land Control: Indigenous Territory, Women and
Contests over Land in Ecuador.” Gender, Place & Culture 21(7): 854–71. https://doi.org/
10.1080/0966369X.2013.802675.

Rahman, Mostofa, and Hoque. 2014. “Women’s Household Decision-Making Autonomy and Contraceptive
Behavior among Bangladeshi Women.” Sexual & Reproductive Healthcare 5(1): 9–15.

Raj, Anita, Jay G. Silberman, Jeni Klugman, Niranjan Saggurti, Balaiah Donta, and Holly B Shakya.
2018. “Longitudinal Analysis of the Impact of Economic Empowerment on Risk for Intimate Partner Violence
among Married Women in Rural Maharashtra, India.” Social Science Medicine 196: 197–203.

Renegifo, Francisca S. 2011. Vida conyugal, maltrato y abandono: El divorcio eclesiástico en Chile, 1850–
1890. Santiago, Chile: Editorial Universitaria.

Rodríguez Sáenz, Eugenia. 2005. “Las esposas y sus derechos de acceso a la propiedad en Costa Rica
durante el siglo XIX.” In ¿Ruptura de la inequidad? Propiedad y género en la América Latina del siglo XIX,
edited by Magdalena León and Eugenia Rodríguez, 183–232. Bogota: Siglo del Hombre.

Roquas, Esther. 2002. Stacked Law: Land, Property and Con ict in Honduras. Amsterdam: Rozenberg
Publishers.

Rutstein, Shea O., and Kiersten Johnson. 2004. “The DHS Wealth Index.” August. DHS Comparative
Reports, No. 6. Calverton: ORC Macro.

fl

ff

137

Schuler, Sidney Ruth, Farzana Islam, and Elisabeth Rottach. 2010. “Women’s Empowerment Revisited: A
Case Study from Bangladesh.” Development in Practice 20 (7): 840–54. http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/
10.1080/09614524.2010.508108.

Schirmer, Jennifer. 1998. The Guatemalan Military Project: A Violence Called Democracy. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Seymour, Greg, and Amber Peterman. 2018. “Context and Measurement: An Analysis of the Relationship
between Intrahousehold Decision Making and Autonomy.” World Development 111 (November): 97–112.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X18302195.

Shelton, Laura M. 2010. For Tranquility and Order: Family and Community on Mexico’s Northern
Frontier, 1800-1850. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Socolow, Susan Midgen. 2000. Women of Colonial Latin America. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Stand For Her Land. 2022. “About the Campaign.” https://stand4herland.org/about-the-campaign.

Stets, Jan E. 1988. Domestic Violence and Control. New York: Springer-Verlag.

Stets, Jan E., and Maureen A. Pirog-Good. 1987. “Violence in Dating Relationships.” Social Psychology
Quarterly 50, no. 3 (September): 237-46.

Stöckl, Heidi, Anushé Hassan, Meghna Ranganathan, and Abigail M. Hatcher. 2021. “Economic
Empowerment and Intimate Partner Violence: A Secondary Data Analysis of the Cross-Sectional Demographic
Health Surveys in Sub-Saharan Africa.” BMC Women’s Health 21(1): 241. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12905-021-01363-9.

Straus, M., R. Gelles, and S. Steinmetz. 1980. Behind Closed Doors: Violence in the American Family.
Garden City: Transaction.

138

Strube, Michael, and Linda S. Barbour 1983. “The Decision to Leave and Abusive Relationship:
Economic Dependence and Psychological Commitment.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 45 (November):
785-93.

Syallfors, Signe. 2021. “Hidden Casualties: The Links between Armed Con ict and Intimate Partner
Violence in Colombia.” Politics & Gender https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X2100043X.

Ta et, Je rey. 2007. Foreign Aid as Foreign Policy: The Alliance for Progress in Latin America. New
York: Routledge.

Tate, Winifred. 2009. “From Greed to Grievance: The Shifting Political Pro le of the Colombian
Paramilitaries.” In Colombia: Building Peace in a Time of War, edited by Virginia M. Bouvier, 111-31.
Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace Press.

Thapa, Deppendra Kaji, and Anke Niehof. 2013. “Women’s Autonomy and Husbands’ Involvement in
Maternal Health Care in Nepal.” Social Science Medicine 93 (September): 1-10.

Thai, Hung-Chao. 1974. Land Reform and Politics: A Comparative Analysis. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Tinker, Irene, and Jane Jaquette. 1987. “UN Decade for Women: Its Impact and Legacy.” World
Development 15(3): 419–27. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0305750X87900362.

Tsikata, Dzodzi. 2003. “Securing Women’s Interests within Land Tenure Reforms: Recent Debates in
Tanzania.” 3, no. 1-2 (January): 149-83. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-0366.00053.

Tsikata, Dzodzi, and Joseph Awetori Yaro. 2014. “When a Good Business Model Is Not Enough: Land
Transactions and Gendered Livelihood Prospects in Rural Ghana.” Feminist Economics 20(1): 202–26. http://
www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13545701.2013.866261.

Upadhyay, Ushma D., and Michelle J. Hindin 2005. “Do Higher Status and More Autonomous Women
Have Longer Birth Intervals? Results from Cebu, Philippines.” Social Science Medicine 60, no. 11 (June):
2641-55.

fi

fl

ff

ff

139

Varley, Ann. 2007. ”Gender and Property Formalization: Conventional and Alternative Approaches."
World Development 35 (10): 1739-1753.

Villarreal, Andrés. 2007. “Women’s Employment Status, Coercive Control, and Intimate Partner Violence
in Mexico.” Journal of Marriage and Family 69 (2): 418–34.

Wiig, Henrik. 2013. “Joint Titling in Rural Peru: Impact on Women’s Participation in Household
Decision-Making.” World Development 52 (December): 104–19. http://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/
S0305750X13001587.

Wood, Elizabeth. 2014. “Con ict-Related Sexual Violence and the Policy Implications of Recent
Research.” International Review of the Red Cross 96 (894): 457-78.

Wood, Elizabeth A., Katharine McNamara, Agata Kowalewska, and Nargiza Ludgate. 2018. “Household
Decision-Making around Food in Rural Tajikistan: A Cross-Sectional Study to Help Extension Workers in the
Field.” Food & Nutrition Research 62(0): 1–12. https://doaj.org.

World Bank. 2021. Women, Business and the Law 2021. Washington, DC: World Bank. https://
openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/35094.

Ybarra, Megan. 2008. Violent Visions of an Ownership Society: The Land Administration Project in
Petén, Guatemala. Land Use Policy. 26: 44–54

Yngstrom, Ingrid. 2002. “Women, Wives and Land Rights in Africa: Situating Gender Beyond the
Household in the Debate Over Land Policy and Changing Tenure Systems.” Oxford Development Studies 30 (1):
21–40. https://doi.org/10.1080/136008101200114886.

Zeberio, Blanca. 2005. “Un código para la nación: Familia, mujeres, derechos de propiedad y herencia en
Argentina durante el siglo XIX.” In ¿Ruptura de la inequidad? Propiedad y género en la América Latina del
siglo XIX, edited by Magdalena León and Eugenia Rodríguez, 131–181. Bogota: Siglo del Hombre.

fl

140

